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Prologue

The genesis of this book lies a long way back in personal biography
and its continuing intersection with history. As with any pre-
occupation which has developed over a period of years there is no
one single moment, no clear unfolding, just a lumpy thread in the
fabric of everyday life, a lumpiness which insisted that I look at it
more closely. Genesis becomes less a tidy chronological account than
a series of troubling memories; generation as well as gender, class
and ‘race’ frame my thinking. The starting point is memories of war,
the horrifying enigma of the Nazi death camps, for these were
simultaneously real and unbelievable. How could anyone systematic-
ally exterminate an entire people? Other cultures, not least that to
which I belonged, had massacred and killed; the new dimension was
the meticulous book-keeping of murder. Thus the specific obscenity
of the death camps was this ‘rationality’. At the time I think I
understood this as perverse, for my sense of rationality stood on the
side of freedom and justice. But history was to render this sense
problematic.

It was perhaps not until the fifties, as a very young woman, that I
became intensely aware that the nuclear bomb might well mean no
future for my own or for any other child. How was it that science,
which seemed to promise so much, was also so deadly that it
threatened the human experiment itself? With many others of that
generation I walked at Easter to Aldermaston, the centre of bomb
research in Britain. Science’s collusive relationship to militarism, and
scientists’ liking for the corridors of power, were untidily entangled
with the social optimism of that postwar generation which believed
that full employment and an improving welfare infrastructure were



X Prologue

its birthright. I remember reading a book in the late fifties which
spoke of the authoritarianism of science; it was like being told about a
key which might unlock the puzzle.

The 1960s brought the Vietham War and the explosive appearance
of an international student movement which wanted both an end to
an imperialist war and a beginning to a new and more democratic
society. An enraged opposition to a genocidal technoscience was
integral to the refusal of a genocidal and racist culture; the visible and
international network of those who were both in and against this
technoscience formed the radical science movement. Being part of an
immense social movement gives courage, not least courage to look
closely at science and at its self-representation — even to begin to smell
and see the possibility that not only was science these things but also
both it and its critics were profoundly androcentric.

As I grow older I feel that trying to capture criticism in words, by
writing and publishing, is like trying to put salt on the tail of a devil.
The book that Steven (Rose) and I wrote in the sixties called Science
and Society — which at the time seemed just the right title — later made
both of us feel rueful. For such a title reinforced the very idea we were
trying to overcome, namely that science and society were distinct.
Collected essays grouped under the banners of The Radicalisation of
Science and The Political Economy of Science seemed fine in the mid-
seventies until my growing sense of the conceptual and political
obliteration of gender brought discomfort. Adding women to the
marxist political economy of science and stirring was no longer
enough.

Trying to comfort research students who tell me that their
theoretical framework has changed and that they are finding it
difficult to finish their theses, I sometimes suggest looking critically
but kindly at oneself over time, as, rather concretely, the ‘younger
and misguided Hilary Rose’. They and I know that it is not quite as
easy as this; I still feel myself accountable for what I have written
before (taking responsibility for that allegedly generic ‘he’ I know I
have used) and that I have to make a reckoning with that younger
self. So writing, as I did, a paper called ‘Hand, Brain and Heart’ in the
early eighties (Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 9 (1) 1983,
pp. 73-90) was for me a way of seeking the reconciliation of a number
of different selves and above all of this new self, which had been able
to come more clearly into existence within second-wave feminism. In
my essay the metonym of the Heart stood in for the caring labour of
women, left out by marxist political economy, and for the responsible
thinking that arose from this labour which was left out of a marxist
theory of knowledge. Such a new feminist knowledge might, I
argued, re-vision rationality itself, fostering representations of nature
which were more pacific to women and nature alike.

Teaching social work and women’s studies students at the
University of Bradford, with their immense respect for women’s every-
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day lives, has made me very conscious of the relationship between
knowledge and love. Yet what were the connections between that
everyday responsible rationality, that thinking from caring, and the
power/knowledge couple which has dominated thinking about
science from Francis Bacon to Michel Foucault? There were theoretical
difficulties too. Although I felt myself to be a marxist feminist, within
Britain the feminism which took gender and the body most seriously
was that of radical feminism. How could I admit the body without
biological reductionism, and still make connections to class and race?
My precarious solution was to think of myself as a materialist feminist
and to engage with the feminisms of Scandinavia and the US, as these
placed gender as central and took the body as real. For that matter so
did the strong tradition of British feminist research on human
reproduction to which I also felt indebted.

However, for those of us living in Britain, an old industrial society
with a problematic economy and a growing culture of social
indifference, the changed context of the 1980s and 1990s has seen
those fierce divisions of radical and socialist feminisms diminish; the
body and gender are now central issues for feminism. The significant
difference is that now feminist materialism is itself having to compete
for intellectual space against a strong poststructuralist current. It has
been in and against this changing context that the present book has
been all too slowly written. I wanted to explore and listen to the many
different voices within the feminist science debate. I have felt more
than uneasy at some of the new developments but have had no
intention of returning to that tradition of fierce polemic in which I was
constructed and which it has been a source of satisfaction to resist.
(Though I am not so good a feminist that I do not chuckle over robust
and witty denunciations, usually from within that self-same marxist
viriculture of androcentric poststructuralists.)

The nine chapters of Love, Power and Knowledge are organized
around three broad concerns: first, the content, context and history of
the feminist critique of science as it has developed since the 1970s
(chapters 1-4); second, the situation of women within the institutions
of science (chapters 5-7); and third, the culture of science — both
actually existing science, and science as feminists might reconstruct it
(chapters 8-9, and the epilogue).

The book thus begins with a focus on theoretical issues. Chapter 1
surveys feminist science criticism and theory as they have developed
(primarily but not only) in the West, tracing their origins as in part the
disobedient daughters of the radical science movement, and in part
the daughters of the women'’s liberation movement and of academic
feminism. These were to become powerful voices within and of
feminism in the eighties and nineties. The second chapter explores
feminist constructions of a responsible rationality as shaped by the
everyday lives of women and by feminist values; the belief which is
central to my book is that such a revisioning of rationality is crucial to
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the reconstruction of science. Such a feminist project is both
politically realist and utopian; realist because the contemporary
culture of technoscience is so deadly that it must be reconstructed;
and utopian because the gap between this reality and any gentler one
is still immense. Chapter 3 explores the institution of academic
feminism as the means through which feminism as a social
movement is seeking to change the knowledge system. This chapter
is preoccupied with the tension between academic feminism, its
cultural and political projects, and its location in diverse national
contexts within a global production system of knowledge. I wrote it
as a first stab at a feminist sociology of feminist knowledge, as it
seemed to me that this might help academic feminists in our many
and manifold struggles against that old and appropriately gendered
adage of ‘he who pays the piper calls the tune.” My fourth chapter
turns to the debates within feminist science theory. I read these
debates between realists (or standpoint theorists) and postmodernists
as very different from those within the mainstream culture, because
of the overt commitment of all their participants to feminism as a
political project, but also as subtly different from the debates in other
areas of feminist knowledge and cultural production. The common
preoccupation with nature and with representations of nature frames
the debate in ways that are different from discussions of literature,
film or the psyche.

My second theme occupies the next three chapters, which are
concerned with the structure of the scientific knowledge system and
where women scientists are within it. Chapter 5 is thus a structural
counterpart to chapter 4; where the latter looks at ideas, the former
looks at how far different patriarchal academies have admitted, or
been forced to admit, women. Just how far has feminism achieved its
goals of equality of representation within the academic labour force?
How near is the objective of ‘nothing less than half the labs’? Chapter
6 examines the story of the admission of women scientists into the
Royal Society, that bastion of British scientific eminence which for
three centuries managed to exclude women. The interest of this
particular account is the dramatic contrast between the self-
representation by this elite body of how Fellows are customarily
elected, and the quite extraordinary treatment accorded the first
woman candidate to be proposed in the light of the anti-discriminatory
legislation passed some two decades previously. The archives of the
Royal Society provide a marvellous insight into the ways men have
managed to exclude women and how actively they ‘man‘aged their
admission into elite institutions. It is to the credit of the Royal Society
that unlike the Brifish government it does not seem to weed its
archives, so that the mechanics of the patriarchal scientific power elite
are exposed to view. The third chapter in this group focuses on
women scientists at the apex of the prestige sytem of science, the nine
women Nobel Laureates there have been over the nine decades since
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the institution of the prize. As well as honouring the extraordinary
achievements of these women I wanted to show how their biographies
could also be understood as like those of other women scientists of
their time. (Working on this chapter in Sweden, where governmental
papers are, especially to a British social scientist accustomed to a
culture and law of official secrecy, remarkable for their openness, was
peculiarly frustrating, as the Nobel archives are closed for fifty years.)
Chapters 5-7 thus seek to reinforce the need to battle for space for
women within the organizational structure of the production of
knowledge even while feminism struggles to reconceptualize the
knowledge system itself.

Chapters 8 and 9 are in very different ways about threats and
hopes. Chapter 8 focuses on the powerful emphasis given to the new
genetics within the life sciences. Increasingly consuming a significant
section of the life science budget, its highly reductionist explanations
of human bodies and behaviour alike seek to dominate the biomedical
culture and bring particular challenges to women. The chapter brings
together a recognition that science is socially shaped with a critical
analysis of the cultural content and implications of that knowledge.
Chapter 9, for me one of the most enjoyable to write, explores some
of the texts of feminist science fiction in an extensively revised version
of a paper, ‘Dreaming the Future’, originally published in Hypatia,
3 (1), 1988, pp. 119-37. Here, in a laboratory of our own, feminists can
explore and experiment with other ways of knowing, other sciences
and other futures than those offered by the seeming inevitability of an
androcentric technoscience. Finally, in the epilogue, I address the
unfinished business of moving beyond the one-sided rationality of
masculinist science, to ask how, within our everyday lives, we can
begin to create sciences which bring together love, power and
knowledge.

Thinking and writing this book in a changing socioscape has for me
been a protracted process, a mixture of isolation and feeling part of a
continuing and immensely creative conversation. At the birth of
modern science in seventeenth-century England the men and tiny
numbers of women who corresponded with one another nationally
and internationally, sharing and arguing over ideas about nature, felt
themselves to be part of an invisible college. Over the past two
decades a new invisible college, this time of feminist critics and
theorists of science, has come into existence. Initially no more than a
handful, the numbers have grown quite rapidly. Making my
acknowledgements is thus, for very welcome reasons, hard. But the
particular invisible college to which I am indebted, both individually
and collectively, and which I think has never corporeally and
completely met, includes: Lynda Birke, Tarja Cronberg, Anne Fausto-
Stirling, Donna Haraway, Sandra Harding, Nancy Hartsock, Ruth
Hubbard, Evelyn Fox Keller, Maureen McNeil, Nellie Oudshom,
Vandana Shiva, Kate Soper and Ethel Tobach. Death has taken some
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of the most wonderful participants; I think with sadness of Ruth
Bleier's and Wendy Farrant’s premature deaths; yet different others
enter. A central pleasure in this feminist symposium is heterodoxy,
pleasure in contention rivalling delight in discovered agreement.

The University of Bradford has provided an extraordinarily rich
feminist milieu, especially since we established the women’s studies
degree in 1981, an act of creative resistance in a year of brutal and
stupid cuts in British higher education. Colleagues and friends there
have been a precious resource; two with very different approaches to
feminism, who live a caring responsibility of knowledge and have
been particularly important to me, are Sheila Allen and Jalna
Hanmer. Errollyn Bruce, Pauline Brier and my students within the
West Yorkshire Centre for Research on Women have been a valued
source of stimulation and friendship. Conversations with feminists
over the years working in and on human reproduction have been
important, notably Ann Oakley, Frances Price, Wendy Savage, Meg
Stacey, Michelle Stanworth and Gail Vines.

In addition to drawing general support and encouragement from
being part of a rich feminist culture I have many directly book-related
debts owed to an amazingly multidisciplinary network of friends and
colleagues who read draft chapters and sets of chapters: Lynette
Hunter, my literary friend; historian Diana Long; and biologists Ann
McLaren, Clare Woodward and Val Woodward. I owe very special
intellectual political and personal debts to that heroic band who read
and commented on the entire book: Sandra Harding, Donna
Haraway, Ruth Hubbard and my Polity editor Michelle Stanworth.
Last I must thank Steven Rose, who read and discussed many drafts
at different stages and whose sustained emotional and intellectual
support was crucial to my finishing.

Financial support which made possible time to think and write was
provided by a fellowship at the Swedish Collegium for the Advanced
Study of the Social Sciences during 1990-1. Intellectual stimulation
from within SCASSS came especially from Bjorn Wittrock, Tinne
Vannen and Allan Pred, and from outside through the wonderful
Scandinavian network of feminists whose thinking and conversations
I have been privileged to share. Among them are: Sylvia Benkarts,
Jolke Esseveld, Elizabeth Gulbrandsen, Harriet Holter, Eva Lund-
gren, Ingun Moser and Hildur Ve.

I am also indebted to TMV for a stimulating month in Oslo in May
1992 which fostered the first draft of chapter 8, and to the University
of Minnesota for a Hill Professorship, attached to the Center for
Advanced Feminist Studies and to the College of Biology for the fall
quarter of 1992, which enabled me to finish the first draft of the book.
I should also acknowledge an earlier grant from the UK Economic and
Social Research Council which supported my study, carried out with
Helen Lambert, of a particular public within the Public Understand-
ing of Science programme.



Introduction:

Is a Feminist Science
Possible?

Science it would seem is not sexless; she is a man, a father and
infected too.
Virginia Woolf, Three Guineas

For the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house.
They may allow us to beat him at his own game but they will
never enable us to bring about genuine change.

Audre Lorde, Sister Qutsider

To ask, ‘Is feminist science possible?” is to return to our own history of
struggle and the contradictory relationship of feminism to science and
its changing definition.! For second-wave feminism, science and
technology have not — with the almost single and certainly excep-
tional voice of Shulamith Firestone — been seen as progressive for
women'’s interests. There has been little chance of invoking the
metaphor, unhappy or otherwise, of courtship and marriage that was
widely used to foster the hoped-for relationship between marxism
and feminism. Where the radical science movement of the 1960s had
to free itself from the progressivist claims of science -~ to show that
science was not even neutral but often oppressive and antithetical to
human liberation — many women, already outside such progressivist
claims as a result of their very exclusion from science, had a hunch
that modern science and technology served all too often as means of
domination and not liberation.
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Overtly relegated to nature by the recrudescence during the
seventies of the patriarchal determinism of sociobiology, feminists
learnt to uncover and contest the practices of an androcentric science.
In claiming a place in culture, feminism has had to think much more
deeply about both social relationships and the relationship of women
to nature. Indeed feminist biologists, in contesting the boundaries of
nature and culture laid down by sociobiology, understood in a direct
and practical way that as women we, our bodies and ourselves, are
part both of nature and of culture. Political and cultural struggles
waged by feminists within and without science have contested a
patriarchal science’s right to determine those boundaries. For the
most part feminist struggles have resisted biological determinism,
which reduced women to nothing but their wombs, hormones,
genes, or whatever was the bodily part in biological fashion,? but
there is also a record of feminists using nature — even essentialism — as
a resource in the defence of women.3

The recurrent mood, as and when the feminist movement
preoccupied itself with science, has been one of anger. This anger
extended from a sense of injustice at being shut out of an activity that
some women, despite the engendered rules of the game, always
wanted to take part in to an overwhelming sense of fury that
masculinist science and technology are part of a culture of death. The
ideology of science, proclaiming objectivity, freedom from values,
and dispassionate pursuit of truth, has excluded women and been
integral to our cultural domination, has harmed women’s bodies (in
our best interests, of course), and has threatened the environment
itself. That science claimed its ideological purity, leaving by impli-
cation its partner technology to carry the responsibility for the dirty
side of the relationship, was part of science’s skill at conveying a
culture of no culture.

Second-wave feminism began relatively slowly to analyse and
contest science, to see the connections between this entity called
‘science’ and those issues that the movement defined as its own.*
There were good reasons why the movement was slow; its central
preoccupation was with women’s shared experience, to reclaim what
had been denied or trivialized out of existence and return it to social
and political existence. The feminist movement has developed and
changed in many ways since those early, path-breaking years of the
late 1960s and early 1970s. Then, to consider housework, abortion,
sexuality, love, birth control, motherhood and male violence as
central social issues was to work against the grain of an arrogant and
naturalizing masculinism. Feminism necessarily embraced body
politics; the struggle for the repossession of our bodies, including
knowledge about them, was to become central to the movement. The
very process of examining these everyday aspects of women'’s lives,
learning to speak about them, forged new concepts, new names.

Naming - conceptualizing — has been rightly seen within feminism



Introduction 3

as empowerment.> Naming brings into consciousness phenomena
and experiences hitherto denied space in both nature and culture. In
the fierce opposition to new concepts, it becomes clear that often
these are not merely unacknowledged aspects of reality waiting to be
discovered, but are actively erased by the values of the dominant
culture. Even today feminism’s concept of gender meets strong
resistance from androcentric social theorists, or it is used as a
euphemism for women, thus denying relationality and so diminish-
ing the political and cultural claims. Naming, above all when the
words become part of the language of new historic subjects seeking to
take their place in society, simultaneously contests existing
hegemony and affirms a changed consciousness of reality.

Feminists both constructed new knowledge, new accounts of the
world from the perspective of women's everyday lives, and also tore
down existing hegemonic ideas. Central concepts which had organized
thought and culture, not least sacred reason itelf, were interrogated
and found to be far from some timeless universal thought form, but
instead a gendered, historically and geographically specific construct.
The intense abstractionism of masculine thought came into visibility.®
To catch the distinctive character of women’s and feminist thought,
feminists evoked alternative metaphors of spinning and quilt-
making, reconstructions of a responsible rationality, of an ethic of
care.” As Adrienne Rich wrote: ] am convinced that ‘there are ways of
thinking that we don’t yet know about. I take these words to mean
that many women are even now thinking in ways which traditional
intellection denies, decries or is unable to grasp.’

Although feminism has touched women'’s lives the world over and
draws increasing numbers of women into its vortex, it is none the less
true that the movement has been strongest within the old capitalist
societies — and it is here that the discussion of science has been most
intense. This is not to say that feminists in what were the societies of
‘actually existing socialism’ and third world or sometimes black
feminists within advanced industrial societies have experienced
science and technology in a particularly favourable way; rather that,
for necessary reasons, their attention has been primarily focused
elsewhere. It has been the unremitting struggle to produce enough
food without further green revolutions harming people and land
alike, the struggle against disease, not least the AIDS which sweeps
Africa, and other crises of the environment which have placed science
and technology on the agenda of third world women’s struggles to
survive.8 _

From the earliest days of the radical science movement of the 1960s,
the critique of science and technology has focused attention on the
ways in which existing science and technology are locked into the
contemporary forms of capitalism and imperialism as systems of
domination. This denunciation has served two functions. Negatively,
it has facilitated the growth of an antipathy to science that rejects all
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scientific investigation carried out under any conditions and at any
historical time.? Within feminism this took the form of denouncing all
of science and technology as monolithically and irretrievably male.
More positively, the denunciation has fostered the difficult task of
constructing, in a prefigurative way, both the forms and the content
of a different, alternative science — one that anticipates the science
and technology possible in a new society and, at the same time,
contributes through innovatory practice to the realization of that
society.10 But from its inception, with its false starts as well as real
achievements, its perilous balancing between atheoretical activism
and abstract theoreticism, the project was not without its contradic-
tions and difficulties. Feminism is just beginning to recapture the full
force of Virginia Woolf’s compelling aphorism; science, it would seem
— to rephrase - is neither raceless, sexless nor classless; she is a white
man, bourgeois, and infected too.

The trouble with science and technology from a feminist perspec-
tive is that they are integral not only to the systems of domination of
late capitalism and its new forms of imperialism, but also to one of
patriarchal domination; yet to try to discuss science under these
structures of domination or to argue that they constitute one social
formation has proved peculiarly difficult. The present chapter serves
to open that discussion by looking, first, at the radical critique of
science of the 1960s and 1970s, and then at the growing body of
feminist scholarship which developed partly in co-operation with,
and partly against, the androcentric voice of the radical science
movement.!!

The radical critique of science

The critique of science was to explode into practice and to struggle
into theory during the radical movements of the late 1960s and early
1970s. The rich and complex issues contained in the class and social
struggles of those movements were frequently narrowed and
constrained as the theoreticians filtered the wealth of lived experience
through the abstract categories of theory. From an early rhetoric
which attacked with a certain even-handedness the class society,
imperialism, racism and sexism (those who were black, colonized or
women might well have had doubts about their equal prioritization in
practice as well as in rhetoric), two main lines of analysis were
devloped. The first considered the political economy of science, and
the second took up the relationship between science and ideology.
While the two are linked at many points, work in political economy
was more coherently developed; work on the debate over science and
ideology was and remains more problematic.12

The need to reply immediately to the renewed biological determin-
ism of the 1970s and 1980s was urgent as scientific racism sustained a
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growing political racism. In Britain the movement did not manage
well the double task of opposition and maintaining internal coali-
tions. As I discuss later, despite the potential alliance between the
critics of IQ theory, in which social constructionists and those who
argued that it was ‘bad science’ ideologically organized around race
and class interests shared a common project of overturning a would-
be canonical IQ theory,'3 the movement split. In a larger country with
a larger movement this might have been less significant. As it was the
split did tremendous harm, making it very difficult for radical
working scientists and radical social constructionists to co-operate. At
the time my own feeling was that such radical relativism, such hyper-
reflexivity, aided the monolithic rejection of science which was
simultaneously being proposed by the counterculture.14

The new left came into existence opposing the old left analysis
which claimed that there was an inevitable contradiction between the
productive forces unleashed by science and the capitalist order.
Within the old left account science was seen as uninfluenced by class,
race, gender, nationality or politics; it was the abstract accumulation
of knowledge — of facts, theories and techniques — which could be
‘used’ or ‘abused’ by society.

In the chill early years of the cold war the only space open to left
scientists was to criticize science’s use for militaristic purposes, a
space epitomized in Britain by the organization of Science for Peace.
While this movement failed to criticize the content of science, one of
its abiding offshoots has been the continued struggle against the scale
and proportion of the British science budget spent on military
purposes — a struggle no less urgent in the 1990s. Despite the collapse
of the former Soviet Union there has been little in the way of resetting
of research objectives, so that half the UK science budget is still
directed towards military ends.15

But the experiences of the sixties and seventies overthrew notions
of reharnessing actually existing science. What the sixties” radicals
discovered in their campaigns against a militarized and polluting
science was that those in charge of ‘neutral’ science were overwhelm-
ingly white and male occupants of positions of power within
advanced industrialized society — whether the project of that society
was capitalism or state socialism. The anti-human (and as feminists
were increasingly to demonstrate, the specifically anti-women)
technologies that science generated were being used for the profit of
some and the distress of many. Thus the politics of experience
brought the radical movement's attitudes toward science into a
confrontation with the old left analysis of science, in particular in an
effort to recover those hopes of a second science, a science for the
people, which had been a striking feature of the early days of the
Soviet revolution but had subsequently been brutally destroyed.
Hope for that lay buried in the cupboard of the Lysenko affair, and
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disinterring and coming to terms with this denied past was critical for
the radical science movement.

The Lysenko affair epitomizes the period from the 1930s to the
1950s in the Soviet Union, during which there was an attempt to
develop a specifically proletarian interpretation of all culture, includ-
ing the natural sciences.6 This interpretation of the history of science,
with its thesis of the “Two Sciences’ (bourgeois and proletarian), had
been raised by the theorists from the young Soviet Union and
introduced to the West at the 1931 International Conference for the
History of Science in London. The thesis was strongly attractive to a
group of young British marxist scientists, who wanted to revolution-
ize their science along with their society. Such hopes died in the
Lysenko controversy. Against the genetic consensus, but apparently
in accord with dialectical principles, the plant breeder Trofim Lysenko
advanced the thesis that acquired characteristics are inherited.
Initially it was merely a scientific dispute, but Lysenko also set his
social origins as a peasant (and thus his experiential knowledge as a
proletarian) against the aristocratic origins (and therefore abstract
knowledge as a bourgeois) of his leading opponent, Nikolai Vavilov.
The debate was resolved by Lysenko’s presentation of falsified
statistics on the amounts of grain produced and by the direct
intervention of Stalin on the side of this fraudulent, but proletarian-
claiming, science. In 1940 Vavilov was arrested and Lysenko became
director of the key Agricultural Research Institute.1” Marxist scholar-
ship at the time, as for example expressed in the debates within the
British Communist Party, particularly in the natural science group
(the Engels Society), tore itself apart on the issue, which was
ultimately presented starkly as a matter of loyalty to the Soviet system
at the height of the cold war. Many biologists and geneticists
distanced themselves from the Party, leaving non-biologists, above
all the distinguished crystallographer J. D. Bernal, a leading figure
within the Communist Party, to support Lysenko’s claims in loyalty
to the Soviet Union. The Engels Society soon ceased to exist.

Thus, when the radical movement of the 1960s and 1970s turned to
marxist analyses of the natural sciences, it found either the terrifying
language of ‘mistakes’ and a desire to repress all mention of the past
or an insistence, by for example the biologist and historian of Chinese
science Joseph Needham, a figure from the old left but who was felt to
be more sympathetic to the aspirations of the radical science
movement, that there is only one universal modern science.® Nor
was the movement helped by the special status of science within the
history of marxism — from Marx’s and Engels’s claims for a scientific
socialism, Engel’s tendency to claim scientists as natural allies of
socialism, and Lenin’s enthusiasm for the Taylorist scientific manage-
ment of industrial production to Althusser’s structuralist project to
remove the human agent from marxism so as to make it truly
scientific. Indeed the enthusiasm for structuralism of marxist social
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sciences — not least cultural studies!® — was not shared by the radical
science movement, which was struggling both to restore agency and
responsibility into the impersonal deterministic voice of science and
more generally to locate science in social context.20

The myth of the neutrality of science

While the movement was forging its own politically engaged critique,
within the academy there was also a parallel and dramatic shift in the
history, philosophy and sociology of science. A sophisticated form of
‘externalism’,?! holding the thesis that scientific knowledge is
structured through its social genesis, had by the early 1980s become
common to all three, so that one major strand of research has become
aimed at demonstrating how interests construct knowledge while
another has focused on the deconstruction of the language of
science.??

The academy’s recognition of the changed universe that modern
science inhabited was signalled by Thomas Kuhn’s 1962 publication
The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, which presided over the steady
thaw of an epistemology that had seemed forever frozen in the
timeless certainties of positivism and the Vienna circle. More or less
concurrently the historian Derek De Solla Price pointed to the
distinction between a past era of ‘Little Science’ and the modern trend
towards ‘Big Science’.2? Later Jerry Ravetz2¢ developed this distinc-
tion through an examination of the circumstances in which scientists
actually produced scientific knowledge. Abandoning the internalist
and very abstract Popperian theory of ‘bold conjectures and
refutations’?®> which had come to dominate mainstream philosophy
and history of science, Ravetz showed that whereas in its early period
science was considered a craft,?6 by the beginning of the twentieth
century scientists increasingly adopted industrialized methods of
production.

More oriented towards contesting existing science in practice,
others within the radical science movement were none the less
pursuing the same theoretical concerns. Revolted by the genocidal
technoscience that the United States was employing in its war in
Southeast Asia and by the expanding new technologies of urban
repression at home, they asked how science can claim to be
ideologically pure, value-free, and above all neutral when it is torn
from the context from which it is constructed and within which it will
be used. Slowly, from a simple ‘use-and-abuse’ model in which
science, though open to abuse by political others, was seen as itself
fundamental, basic and pure (created by scientists who by implication
shared in the purity and disinterest of their creation), the new critics
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of science — to the equal concern of both the scientific establishment
and the old left - laid siege to the myth of the neutrality of science
itself.??

Advocates of the new political economy of science?® argued that in
bringing science into the capitalist mode of production, knowledge
itself, as the product of scientific labour, had been made a com-
modity. The history of patenting within science and technology was
one of steady encroachment, beginning within physics and chemistry?®
but now enveloping the burgeoning area of biotechnology — and
indeed life itself. In the 1990s the marxist analysis has been matched
and replaced by the market language of ‘intellectual property’
designed to police ownership patterns in the interests of capital.
Even for the basic sciences, seemingly remote from technological
exploitation, the rewards and prestige go to those who publish the
knowledge first. The very process of diffusion reduces the value of
the knowledge (typically produced in the elite institutions of the
metropolitan countries) as it is transferred to the weak and isolated
institutions in the periphery. The value of the knowledge as it passes
from the centre of production to the periphery declines as surely as
that of a car as it moves from second to third hand. Susantha
Goonatilake gives support to this thesis of ‘dependent knowledge’,
drawing on the third-world experience of Sri Lanka and India.30

The change in the mode and place of scientific production, and its
subjugation to the laws of commodity production, are features of the
sciences most closely integrated with the reproduction of social and
economic power. The physical sciences, above all physics itself, are at
once the most arcane and the most deeply implicated in the capitalist
system of domination. The means of producing new knowledge
based on experimentation are symbolized by the giant machines
(above all the particle accelerators, whose costs are so immense that
they are restricted to the US, the former Soviet Union, Japan and, as
a shared facility at CERN - Centre Européen pour la Recherche
Nucléaire — the reinvigorated capitalism of Europe), and by the
international collaboration/rivalry of the Human Genome Project.
Experiments now take immense teams of researchers, so that a single
paper may have some thirty authors, who acknowledge the support
from unnamed cadres of technical staff without whom the experi-
ments could not take place. At the same time, the physical sciences,
particularly in the old capitalist countries, more or less successfully
exclude all but extremely small numbers of women.3! Industrialized
sciences — Big Sciences — have been highly resistant to feminist
reconceptualization; the successes of feminist re-visioning have lain
in sciences such as sociology, history and ethology — all characterized
by little capital equipment per worker and by craft methods of
production.32
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The social origins of science as alienated
knowledge

While many within the radical science movement were influenced by
the writings of the Frankfurt school, which alone within the Western
marxist tradition saw science as a social problem,33 it was Alfred Sohn
Rethel, as part of that tradition, who was to seek to explain the social
origins of the highly abstract and alienated character of scientific
knowledge.?* He suggested that while abstraction arose with the
circulation of money, the alienated and abstract character of scientific
knowledge has its roots in the profound division of intellectual and
manual labour integral to the capitalist social formation. Scientific
knowledge and its production system are of a piece with the abstract
and alienated labour of the capitalist mode of production itself. The
Chinese Cultural Revolution, with its project of transcending the
division of mental and manual labour and their associated know-
ledges, was seen by Sohn Rethel - and indeed by many or most of the
New Left — as offering a progressive model of immense historical
significance. They saw not only the possibility of transcending
hierarchical and antagonistic social relations, but also the means for
creating a new science and technology not directed toward the
domination of nature or of humanity as part of nature. It was
politically significant that the hope for this new science came from the
East, decisively breaking that Eurocentric and class story of the birth
of science.

Today, it is questioned how far the radical impulse of Maoism was
constrained and deformed by the continued practices of Stalinism,
yet at the time the attempt to create new knowledge drawing on both
the everyday experience of peasants and workers and the academic
knowledge of the intellectuals was embraced.?> (It goes without
saying that the Cultural Revolution was an ungendered project, so
that both peasants and intellectuals in an entirely naturalized way
were understood as the necessarily masculine harbingers of change.)

The Cultural Revolution was not an isolated phenomenon, and was
reflected by and influenced struggles in a number of third-world as
well as first-world countries. In an early article the US black
mathematician Sam Anderson3¢ reported the struggles within Guinea
Bissau and Mozambique to build a new science and technology with
the masses. He also drew attention to the related task of recovering
the erased history of African and Asian scientific achievement,
pointing to the 40,000-year history of iron smelting in Zimbabwe and
the history of the systematic destruction of cotton production in India
and Africa so that production could be relocated in Manchester,
where child labour could profit the British imperial trade. (By the
1980s, cotton along with other textiles was relocated once more, this
time to the newly industrializing countries, as a new global — and
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sexual — division of labour was established by the alliance of footloose
patriarchal capital and new technologies.)

Anderson’s is an almost solitary voice, for he writes compassion-
ately about the pain and danger of being inside and outside, of being,
as a black scientist, one of ‘America’s peculiar beings’. He proposes
that each black scientist could ensure that ‘at least two sisters or
brothers’ get into college and pursue the sciences for black people’.
Because today history seems to be erasing the pioneer voices trying to
make such links between movements, it is important to set the record
straight. Well before the powerful wave of black feminism of the
eighties there were exceptional voices insisting on the connections
between feminism and black militancy. The poet and political activist
June Jordan, who taught and advanced black writing, was among the
numbers of early black feminists criticizing the ‘ostensible leadership’
of the black movement for only advocating the liberation of black
men.37

In a world where the costs of the new technosciences confront us in
the pollution of the seas, the cities, the countryside, and in the fear of
nuclear holocaust, such longings for alternative knowledges encom-
passing both the sciences and the arts and whose purpose is to serve
the people cannot be dismissed as merely romantic. The realization of
such longings has become a contributor to survival itself. Such hopes
lay behind the mobilization of white male aerospace workers in
Britain in the 1970s3% — people not easily equated with romantic
intellectuals — who were driven to conclusions very similar to those of
Sohn Rethel. Beginning with their opposition to the threat of
redundancy and with a moral distaste for being so deeply involved in
the manufacture of war technology, the workers went on to design,
and in some cases to create, alternative, socially useful technologies
such as a vehicle which could run on both road and rail.3¢ Although
such projects could only be seen as prefigurative, and did not outlast
the arrival of Thatcherism at the end of the decade, in their
contestation of the division of mental and manual labour in the
production of technology through the unity of hand and brain, they
were part of the long struggle to transform technology itself.40

Although it is retrospectively easy to criticize the radical science
movement for its shortcomings, not least its androcentricity, its
preoccupation with the global political economy of science did help
weaken the Eurocentricity of the history of science.4! Above all the
radical science movement had restored, through its political demands
for a science to ‘serve the people’ without the need for corrupt
statistics or Stalinist terror, the epistemological possibility of a ‘two
sciences’ thesis. The movement had laid powerful siege to claims that
science and technology transcend history, and made plain the class
character of science within a capitalist and imperialist (or for that
matter state socialist) social formation. The ideology of science was
‘demystified’, the myths that had served to gloss over the class
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structure of scientific production were exposed. From outside science
it has become quite difficult to remember the hegemonic grip of
science, the taken-for-granted internalism of the academic history,
philosophy and sociology of science in the 1960s and 1970s, and to
appreciate the transgressive practices and analyses which de-
stabilized the old categories and created space for new alternative
accounts — including those of feminism.

There is, however, a paradox. While today’s social studies of
science take for granted the social context of science, their practi-
tioners none the less typically tell their own origins story so as to
emphasize the internal development of their history, and to neglect
any version of externalism, whether the historical materialist question
of “‘What conflict outside us was within us the reflex of thought?’ or
any social constructionist account. There has been a tendency to focus
on Kuhn as founding father, single-handedly opening the doors to
the possibility of a fully social account of science.4? To question this
account is not to diminish Kuhn’s contribution, nor to neglect the
importance of intellectual development, but rather to insist that
attention is paid both to theories and to their historical location — not
least our feminism’s own theorizing and our own contexts of
production.43 :

Thus while feminists discuss the relationship of feminism as a
social movement to other such movements —in the past the New Left,
and today the peace and environmental movements — the connec-
tions between the feminist critique of science and the radical science
movement with its primarily class but also anti-racist concerns have
been often left in some obscurity.44 Indeed, as the radical critique of
science developed, the disjuncture between the politics of practical
struggle and the politics of theorizing seemed to increase. Looking
back over the writing of the sixties and early seventies, it is difficult
not to feel that, as the critical work became more theoretical, more
fully elaborated within a marxist viriculture, so the theorists’
willingness to engage with the complexity of social relations — not
least of those between women and men activists, which had been
thrown into visibility through political struggle — was reduced.

The birth of the feminist critique of
science

The willingness to engage with feminist questions within science, or
rather technoscience (to give full weight to that iron-bound marriage
of science and technology in the West), had to wait until the new
wave of feminism was ready; initially there were other more pressing
issues of women’s daily lives to respond to. In the rest of this chapter
I introduce the strands within the feminist critique of science with
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which the remainder of this book is concerned, but I am conscious
that the price of selecting these is that I leave out other connected
areas such as the work of feminist science educators,%5 feminist
studies of technology in both employment and the domestic con-
texts,46 feminist critics of militarism and feminist environmentalists.4”

I have named my five strands as follows: first, ‘Why so few?’,
recalling Alice Rossi’s provocative question concerning the paucity of
women in the university and research system in 1965;4% second,
‘Recovering Hypatia’s sisters’, to evoke that patient historical and
biographical work to recover the history of women in science, from
Hypatia herself to present-day women scientists; third, ‘Contesting
patriarchal science’, to bring out the committed resistance by feminist
biologists against the 1970s” wave of biological determinism, and also
the work of feminist historians of science in exposing science’s
construction of women’s nature. The fourth strand introduces ‘The
feminist critique of epistemology’, which speaks both to the strong
hopes of the early 1980s for an alternative feminist epistemology as a
successor science but also to the challenge posed by the post-
modernist turn to any meta-narrative, and how this debate has been
managed among the feminist critics of science.4® Finally, my fifth
strand I call ‘Dreaming the future’. A number of friends remain
surprised that I here discuss feminist science fiction, as this seems to
me to have a special relationship both to feminist culture and to
technoscience. This relationship is both playful and serious; ‘we’ read
it — certainly more of us than follow the feminist science criticism. My
feeling is that, as a critical, wide-reaching engagement in feminist
debates around technoscience, feminist SF is quite simply far too
important to be left out.50

The ordering of these strands is fairly arbitrary, not least because
they start from different places in different countries, for example in
Britain and the US. Thus concerns about science in the British
feminist movement reflect the dominant radical feminist and socialist
feminist currents, and therefore began by contesting patriarchal
science. In the US, by contrast, the dominant radical feminist and
liberal feminist currents meant that their critique also began by
contesting patriarchal science but spoke strongly about the under-
representation of women in science. Within the framework of liberal
feminism, science and technology were simply occupations where
women were particularly thin on the ground.

Why so few?

‘Why so few?’ can be read as one of the central questions around
which the feminisms of the second wave have organized their critical
analyses of science. As the sixties come into historical perspective, it
becomes even clearer what a well-posed question this was, as the
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problem in higher education and research was rarely that of the total
and legal exclusion which first-wave feminism was to challenge so
effectively, but of material and ideological practices which served to
exclude all but a handful of women. The distinctive contribution of
feminists who have survived in what Anne Sayre’s5! pioneering
biography accurately called ‘an especially male profession’ has been
pointed accounts of the men-operated exclusion mechanisms of
science, from physics to psychology.5? Naomi Weisstein’s 1977 paper
is a classic in this genre.5® She wrote:

I am an experimental psychologist, doing research in vision. The
profession has for a long time considered this activity, on the part of
one of my sex, to be an outrageous violation of the social order and
against all the laws of nature. Yet at the time I entered graduate school
in the early sixties I was unaware of this. I was remarkably naive.

Later, Weisstein was to add a footnote observing that she had since
realized how exceptional it was for a woman to have survived as far
as graduate school. Evelyn Fox Keller, writing of her experiences as a
student physicist and later as a research worker, echoes this theme —
the continuous, subtle and not-so-subtle exclusion mechanisms
deployed against women scientists. She writes that as a student, she
had to be careful to enter a lecture room with or after other students;
if she entered first and sat down, men students found it threatening
to sit near this low-status person — a woman student — and she was
often surrounded by a ‘sea of seats’. On one occasion when she
solved a mathematical problem the male university teacher was so
incredulous that Keller, like Naomi Weisstein in a similar situation,
was quite gently asked who (i.e., which man) did it for her, or where
she got (i.e., stole) the solution. Keller's experiences were not,
however, unique; what was new was that they, and the sexual
harassment that often accompanies them, are now discussed.5*

As Diane Narek, teaching physical sciences, wrote, ‘The only
reason that there aren’t any more women scientists and technicians is
because the men don’t allow it.”55 Since the sharp insights of these
pioneering voices, the careful historical work of Margaret Rossiter has
detailed both what US men scientists would not allow and also how
the feminist scientists of the time understood the nature of the
problem, and what they were able to achieve in the task of change.56

Current liberal feminist attempts to attract attention both to the
under-representation of women and to the lack of promotion for
them have made but few inroads in Britain.57 Indeed, despite some
gains, such as the increase of women in medicine, losses are also
evident and the proportion of women is now lower in some areas of
science than it was in the interwar period. Further, it is not simply
difficult to get into science, it is difficult to stay in. The labour process
of an experimental scientist is even more in conflict with the demands
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of child care than that of, say, a historian or a sociologist. What Airlie
Hochschild in a brilliant pioneering article characterized as ‘the
clockwork of male careers’ ticks in an even more pronounced way in
the laboratories.5® While both the woman laboratory scientist and the
woman historian may have in common the problem of the double
day, the former has much less flexibility in choosing when or where
to work.

Women who manage to get jobs in science have to handle a
peculiar contradiction between being women and not women (i.e.
scientists) at the same moment. Many have resolved this by
withdrawing or letting themselves be excluded from science; others
become essentially honorary men, denying that being a woman
creates any problems at all. Long before the postmodernist language
of multiple fractured identities enriched feminist analysis, it was
understood that a woman scientist is ‘cut in two’. Ruth Wallsgrove
wrote, ‘A woman, especially if she has any ambition or education,
receives two kinds of messages: the kind that tells her what it is to be
a successful person; and the kind that tells her what it is to be a “real”
woman.”> In a later article Keller observes that ‘any scientist who is
not a man walks a path bounded on one side by inauthenticity and on
the other by subversion.’¢® Arguing for the continuing need to build
two-way streets between feminism and science, biologist Anne
Fausto Sterling agrees with this depiction of catch twenty-two for
women scientists, and adds with some feeling that ‘being a feminist
scientist makes matters worse’.61 Men scientists, as we see from
Sharon Traweek’s study of physicists, like to get marriage sorted out
quickly so that once their needs for love, sex and a pleasant domestic
life are resolved they can put all their energies into science.é2 Small
wonder that women, let alone feminists, working in physics are still
rare. It is difficult enough to conceal part of oneself to pursue
knowledge of the natural world; it is even more difficult to develop a
feminist practice in the competitive world of science.63

Rita Arditti, noting how common it was for women scientists to
marry men scientists — often in the same field, saw that, ‘All had
secondary positions to their husbands regardless of ability; their
loyalty as wives had led them to accept precarious work situations in
which their research was dependent on their marriages.’64 Nor is the
problem only about love and personal relationships; it is also about
motherhood. ‘Can I be a geneticist (or whatever) and have children?’
is a not a question from the past, but a painful and very practical
question for young intellectual women interested in the sciences
today. For women who wish to contribute to the frontiers of
knowledge in the US, the answer seems pretty much to be ‘Probably
no’, whereas in the UK it is still, ‘Well, maybe.’65

What were the conditions through which the few survived and in
some cases made important contributions to knowledge? Censoring
out problems is particularly evident in the autobiographical accounts
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of highly successful women in the sciences, and the attempt to ask
distinguished women scientists (who rarely see themselves as
feminists) to reflect on their lives has not been particularly successful.
Two major collections were made, one by the New York Academy in
the 1960s, and one published by UNESCO.%¢ (It is not without irony
that the male editor of this latter collection, an erstwhile biologist, had
never appointed a woman scientist to the laboratory he directed — but
the tone of the meeting which led to the volume was too polite for
such blunt political comment.) These autobiographical accounts are in
themselves by and large unrevealing; the difficulties of personal life
are ironed out; the emphasis is on the excitement of science. Yet,
reading across these autobiographical accounts typically shows a
highly privileged class origin and the unusual support and encourage-
ment of a scientist father or husband. While I return in a later chapter
to this matter of the linkage between privileged class origin and
access to science, it is important to note that it was in the craft areas of
science that the daughters and wives of leading scientists enjoyed a
certain privileged access to laboratories.

I remember asking one of the very few women Fellows of the Royal
Society, Dorothy Needham, why the biochemistry laboratory of
Gowland Hopkins had served, in the interwar period, as a refuge
not only for brilliant Jewish scientists fleeing Nazi Germany (e.g.
Hans Krebs and Fritz Lipmann), but also for so many brilliant
women. These included Dorothy Wrinch, Dorothy Needham,
Marjory Stephenson (who was to succeed Hopkins in the chair) and
Barbara Holmes. Needham explained that it happened through
Hopkins’s daughter, Barbara (Holmes), whose love of science he had
actively encouraged. The class element was important, for these
women were not given any income; most of the work for which
Needham herself received scientific recognition, including Fellowship
of the Royal Society, was done without a “proper job’. One woman
scientist of this generation described how she was paid exactly the
cost of replacing her own labour in child care — not a way in which
male scientists’ salaries have been arranged.

Recovering Hypatia’s sisters

While it was an early and widespread political objective of feminist
scholarship to find the women written out of history,®” the erasure of
women by the masculinist account of science was dramatically put
onto the political and research agenda, not by a professional historian
or by the general impulse to recover women, but because of the deep
friendship between the crystallographer Rosalind Franklin and the
writer Anne Sayre. That Sayre was married to the crystallographer
David Sayre gave her a personal link into Franklin’s research
community. The shabby treatment of Franklin was widely known
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and deplored among crystallographers, but the issue was brought to
a head by the publication of James Watson’s highly personal and
macho account of the discovery of the double helix structure of DNA
on the basis at least in part of photographs stolen from Franklin.8 But
it was the context of the rising feminist movement which turned a
story of professionally shabby treatment into a public issue of the
gender politics of science. Sayre’s passionate defence of Franklin
probably did more than any other single book in the seventies to
demonstrate the erasure of women scientists by men. That she
challenged the accreditation system of science in the particular area of
DNA, that macho molecule of the biological revolution, was an act of
profanity. No fewer than two (James Watson and Maurice Wilkins) of
the three male Nobel prizewinners felt it necessary to modify their
accounts of the history of the discovery of the structure of DNA to
accommodate Sayre’s critique. Even more importantly, it enabled
similar accreditation scandals to surface, such as the doubts about
Hewish receiving a Nobel prize for work leading to the discovery of
quasars based on observations made by his graduate student Jocelyn
Bell,%° the questionable passing over of Candace Pert for the Lasker
Award for work related to neurotransmitters, and the erasure of Lise
Meitner's contribution in the award of the Nobel Prize to her
collaborator Otto Hahn. While there is little evidence that the
accreditation system has become less loaded, there is greater realism
about the extent of the bias built into the system. Equally, historians
of science generally seem now to be more sensitive to gender issues in
their accounts of scientific developments: Hypatia's sisters have come
into increasing visibility, if not into justice.

From early new-wave biographical work, such as Laura Osen’s”?
study of women in mathematics from the third-century Alexandrine
Hypatia onwards,”! came a common theme of the significance of
sympathetic men family members in providing encouragement and
practical support to enable these women'’s talents and interests to
develop. And in using that word ‘talent’ we should remember both
Pierre Bourdieu’s characterization of it as learnt skills esteemed
within bourgeois culture, and also Anne Phillips’s7? characterization
of it as learnt skills esteemed within a patriarchal culture, rather than
considering it as some lingering expression of essentialism?3. Some
support came from mathematical families, where women were able to
draw on the cultural capital available to them as family members.
Mathematics, like literature, could be and was seen as an appropriate
activity for ladies, for like the novelists they only needed a ‘room of
their own’. The craft mode of production in specific cultural activities,
then as now, makes them more accessible to socially privileged
women.

The task of recovering Hypatia’'s sisters, of making the distinctive
history of women scientists visible, was paralleled by the theory-driven
historical investigation of the gendering of science itself. No single
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scholar made this double-faceted enquiry more apparent than did
Evelyn Fox Keller, in two widely read books: the biographical study
of the plant geneticist Barbara McClintock, A Feeling for the Organism,
and her theoretical essays, published as Reflections on Gender and
Science. The title of the biography was a clue to both McClintock’s
method and Keller's own, for this was no conventional biography. In
part Keller’s theoretical insights came through a re-reading of Plato,
Bacon and the debate surrounding the birth of modern science as
marked by the founding of the Royal Society. Listening to these
gendered origin stories of science she focuses on their strongly sexual
imagery, contrasting Plato’s homoerotic sexuality with Bacon’s
mainly heterosexual and frequently violent prose. In her account of
the debate to define the new science she argues that mechanical
philosophy competed with hermetic, and that the triumph of the
former both reflected and was constitutive of the polarity between
femininity and masculinity — a polarity which was crucial to the
formation of early capitalism.

Whereas the classical (i.e. ungendered) reading of Bacon claimed
him as the father of the scientific revolution and emphasized the
persuasive claims for the scientific method of enquiry as yielding the
most reliable knowledge, the feminist readings during the early 1980s
were radically revisionist.”* Carolyn Merchant”> pointed to the crucial
shift from the central Renaissance metaphor of the earth as a
nurturing mother to the seventeenth-century conception of nature as
a disordered female demanding mastery. Following swiftly on the
heels of this dramatic reinterpretation was that of Brian Easlea, who
saw the struggle over the dominant metaphor of science as central to
the knowledge system. Whereas Merchant insisted on the relation-
ship of masculine science to nature, Easlea also emphasized political
economy and the imperialist racializing connection.”® He sees the
physicist Robert Boyle, a founding father of the Royal Society and
governor of the New England Company, as acutely aware that the
American Indian conception of nature as a mother had to be
overthrown. It was, as Virginia Woolf wrote, a ‘discouraging
impediment to the empire of man over the inferior creatures of God’
and should be replaced by the sole claims of the Christian God the
Father. This new metaphor of nature pointed not just to difference
but to racial and gendered domination.

Such racializing and gendering of science was not confined to the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries but is present today, despite the
ideological claims of the neutrality of science. But while in the
seventeenth century only a few isolated voices (a prominent example
was the polymath science fiction writer Margaret Duchess of
Cavendish)?7 had sufficient social power even to begin to contest this
conception of either themselves or nature, both first- and second-wave
feminism were to expose the linkages betweeen science, masculinity
and violence.”® In the late twentieth century the languages of



18 Introduction

nature and natural science are still sexualized, but today’s ‘woman in
the metaphor’ is also modernized, as when the physicist Richard
Feynman in his 1965 Nobel address spoke of scientific theory as a
beautiful young woman to be wooed and won; as the theory aged, it
remained to be honoured merely as an old mother who has produced
children. Less constrained by the metaphor of marriage and
motherhood, the philosopher Paul Feyerabend” sees nature as the
compliant mistress whose sole function is pleasuring the (man)
scientist. It has been the deconstructionist historians who have,
through their detailed attention to the language of science, explored
the changing constructions of femininity and masculinity and who
have thus been in no small part responsible for opening the
epistemological debate.80

Contesting patriarchal science

Overtly patriarchal theorists, responding to the question ‘Why so
few?’, claimed that ‘anatomy is destiny’, and that this expression of
the division of labour was and is biological in origin. Thus the debate
about biological determinism was forced by feminism’s enemies, who
were not content to permit arguments concerning modifiable social
discrimination to explain why there were so few women in science, or
indeed anywhere very visible in society and culture. A virulent
masculinism — with Steven Goldberg, E. O. Wilson and David Barash
among the more conspicuous protagonists — threatened by the rising
challenge of the seventies’ women’s movement, set itself the project
of insisting, once again, that women’s biology is destiny. Feminists
generally and feminist biologists in particular found themselves
centrally engaged in resisting such arguments.

But of course misogynist science was no new phenomenon within
the history of science. Both the historians of science and the biologists
began to explore this long past, increasingly developing a picture of
science as usually androcentric and under particular conditions
moving into active misogyny. The text and title of Women Look at
Biology Looking at Women®! summed up this increasingly complex
analysis of a deepening research programme, gradually shifting the
focus away from women in science to a view of women as produced
by science. Increasingly the new scholarship drew on the concept of
gender to illuminate a double process of a gendered science produced
by a gendered knowledge production system. Was the seemingly
taken-for-granted androcentricity, even misogyny, of science a matter
of ‘bias’ which good, unbiased science carried out by feminists and
their allies would correct, or was the problem more profound, one
that only an explicitly feminist science could displace, so as to
become, in the language of the Enlightenment, a ‘successor science’?

The recrudescence of biological determinism during the seventies
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was committed to the renaturalization of women; to an insistence
that, if not anatomy then evolution, X-chromosomes or hormones
were destiny; and to the Inevitability of Patriarchy.8? Such views fed
upon the work of IQ advocates, whose views had become an
important location for social and political struggle around issues of
‘race’ and class.83 Within the US these interventions were greedily
taken up by a government looking for ways to justify the withdrawal
of resources from the Poverty Programme, as a laissez-faire approach
to welfare was more in accord with nature. Despite resistance by the
Welfare Rights movement, scientific racism helped justify cutting
welfare benefits of poor — primarily black ~ women and their children,
thus enabling more resources to be committed to the Vietnam war. In
Britain IQ theory was extensively cited by the racist campaign for
immigration restriction and fed racist sentiment that genetic inferior-
ity explained high levels of unemployment and thence excessive
demands on the welfare system by black people. The critical
counterattack mounted by anti-racists, discussed earlier in this chapter,
helped prevent the new scientific racism spreading unchallenged.

In the prevailing political climate, the relationship between
biological determinists — especially in the guise of the new socio-
biology — and the New Right was a love match. In Britain a New Right
government happily seized on biological determinism as a scientific
prop to their plan to restore women to their natural place, which at
that point was not in the labour market. (By the mid-eighties the view
changed and part-time women’s work became the ideal solution,
achieving unpaid labour at home and cheap labour in employment.
From then on we heard little about women’s natural place.) No one
put the government’s view in the early 1980s more succinctly than the
Secretary for State for Social Service, Patrick Jenkin, in a 1980
television interview on working mothers: ‘Quite frankly I don’t think
mothers have the same right to work as fathers. If the Lord had
intended us to have equal rights, he wouldn’t have created men and
women. These are biological facts, young children do depend on their
mothers.” While it was perhaps overkill to draw on both creationism
and biology to make his point, in the political rhetoric of government
ministers and other New Right ideologues, the old enthusiam for
biological determinism was given fresh vigour by the fashionable new
sociobiology. Thus at the height of the struggle of the feminist
movement to bring women out of nature into culture, a host of
greater or lesser sociobiologists, their media supporters and New
Right politicians joined eagerly in the cultural and political effort to
return them whence they came.

Although the early feminist movement — not least because of the
Eurocentricity of much of its theorizing and politics® — had tended to
dismiss science as peripheral, black activists, including feminists,
were aware of the threat of racist science and the need to resist it. It
was the distinctive theoretical and political contribution of the
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growing numbers of black feminist writers and theorists in the
eighties to insist that ‘race’, gender and class form a crucial
‘trialectic’.85 By the end of the seventies the ideological avalanche of
the new sociobiology meant that the critical opposition by feminist
biologists became more relevant to the wider movement. Among the
feminist scientists themselves, many of whom had cut their political
teeth within the radical science movement (and the metaphor
indicates the painfulness and growth in that process), the wave of
biological determinism directed against women resulted in a con-
scious coming together to develop the scientific arguments against
sociobiology’s claims. The result was a host of pamphlets, confer-
ences, symposia and books.86

Feminist ethologists, psychologists and biologists argued that the
claims to ground the sex-gender system in hormones, in evolutionary
sociobiology, or in terms of just-so stories derived from ethological
observations of other species were based on bad science in the
classical sense of the term: weak theory, inadequate and mis-
interpreted data, poor experiments, and inadmissible extrapolations
from observations made on rats, ants and ducks to humans. Such a
cavalier approach to the limits of scientific method would not be
acceptable in any less ideologically charged task than the legitimation
of male (and white) domination and female (and black) subordination
as rooted in biology and, therefore, natural.

The debate was and is waged in both the popular and the scientific
domains. While sociobiologists have repeatedly claimed that the
media have vulgarized the scientificity of sociobiology, it is difficult,
reading their own claims, to believe that further vulgarization is
practicable. Thus

It pays males to be aggressive, hasty, fickle and undiscriminating. In
theory it is more profitable for the females to be coy, hold back until
they can identify males with the best genes . . . Human beings obey
these principles faithfully.8”

Or

Rape in humans is by no means as simple, influenced as it is by a
complex overlay of cultural attitudes. Nevertheless mallard rape and
blue bird adultery may have a degree of relevance to human behaviour.
Perhaps human rapists, in their own criminally misguided way, are
doing the best they can to maximise their fitness. If so, they are not very
different from the sexually excluded bachelor mallards.38

When sociobiologists themselves are writing like this, it seems no
great leap for Playboy to inform its readers that male promiscuity is a
biological part of every man’s birthright, or for Science Digest to claim
that rape is genetically programmed into male behaviour. Other
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props to biological determinism were provided by scientists who
were more cautious in their texts but less so in their press interviews,
giving the message that they were not unhappy with the strongly
sexist and racist constructions being placed on their work.8? Certainly
the would-be theoreticians of neo-Nazism within both France and
Britain welcomed both IQ theory and sociobiology.%°

Contesting such patriarchal and racist science required two distinct
moves on the part of the feminist biologists and their allies.® The first
was to challenge the truth claims of the account within the scientific
canon itself. The second was to create alternative accounts. This
strategy of using ‘good science’ to drive out ‘bad’, with an alternative
account claiming a stronger truth claim, was a more powerful move
than merely pointing to the biased nature of androcentric science or
even to the social determinants of science. While the latter could
situate the discourses of ‘biology as destiny” within their time-space
contexts, it could not replace them; thus it could criticize but not offer
a new life science.

The feminist critique of epistemology

It was partly by reflecting on these debates about ‘good science’” and
‘bad science’, which I have described here as contesting patriarchal
science and which Sandra Harding speaks of as feminist empiri-
cism,®? that the fourth theme of the new scholarship developed. This,
during the course of the eighties, came to be spoken of as the
epistemology debate. Before I say where I stand in the current
theoretical debate, I must emphasize that I do not want to be read as
suggesting that these other strands are in some sense closed or
entirely bypassed in the current hot debate. In large measure all these
strands will continue to offer important new knowledge. Intensity of
theoretical debate in one area does not indicate the desirability of
closing down other approaches.

The epistemology debate was framed less by the feminist biologists
located within science who had taken a major part in contesting
contemporary patriarchal science than by the fast-developing femin-
ist social studies of science. These, like their masculinist counterparts
in the main/male/stream social studies of science, were primarily drawn
from the disciplines of sociology, history and philosophy — but unlike
the former were openly committed to the political project of
feminism. Feminist theorists of science thus had at that stage two sets
of tools which they could draw on: those of the radical science
movement from which a number of the feminists had come, and
those being developed by the new mainstream social studies of
science. However, plundering tool-kits is not unproblematic. It raises
Audre Lorde’s troubling question of whether it is possible to use the
master’s tools to take down the master’s house. One fundamental
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response has been negative, and has developed strategies such as
écriture feminine, or sought to create a new language and culture of
women. However, because I think feminists like any other commun-
ity of resistance are both inside and outside culture, I want only to
restate the warnings of the difficulties and the dangers.

The problem for feminist materialists is to admit nature, particu-
larly the body - that is, a constrained essentialism — while giving
priority to the social, without concluding at the same time that human
beings are infinitely malleable. The dialectical relationship between
two systems of production — the production of things and the
production of people — seemed to hold the explanation not only of
why there are so few women in science, but also, and equally or even
more importantly, of why the knowledge produced by science is so
abstract and disembodied. The very fact that women are, by and
large, shut out of the production system of scientific knowledge, with
its ideological power to define what is and what is not objective
knowledge, paradoxically has offered feminists a fresh page on which
to write. Largely ignored by the oppressors and their systems of
knowledge, feminists at this point necessarily theorized from practice
and returned theory to practice.

While it would be false to suggest that all work claiming to be
feminist achieved such a dialectical synthesis, there is a sense in
which theoretical writing looks and must look to the women'’s
movement rather than to the male academy. Thinking from the
everyday lives of women necessarily fuses the personal, the social
and the biological. It is not surprising that, within the natural
sciences, it has been in biology and medicine that feminists have
sought to defend women’s interests and advance feminist interpre-
tations. To take an example: menstruation, which so many women
experience as distressing or at best uncomfortable, has generated a
tremendous amount of collective discussion, study and writing. A
pre-eminent characteristic of these investigations lies in their fusing
of subjective and objective experience in such a way as to make new
knowledge. Cartesian dualism, biological determinism, and social
constructionism fade when faced with the necessity of integrating
and interpreting the everyday experience of bleeding, pain and
tension. Taking pain seriously has not meant collapsing into the arms
of biomedicine’s imperializing strategies.?® Any reading of the
abundant literature of the grass-roots level of the movement reveals a
feminism with a taken-for-granted embodiment combined with an
understanding of the immense power of the social construction of
knowledge.

The early feminist critique of science used language as a means of
going behind the appearance of things, to reveal what the sciences
were saying about the changing construction of gender. However,
until the middle eighties the critics felt no necessity to refer to the
rapidly expanding poststructuralist currents emanating particularly
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from France. Feminism spoke as an engaged discourse looking
primarily to the movement rather than the academy. In the work of
neither Merchant nor Keller, nor the early Donna Haraway, nor the
influential standpoint collection Discovering Reality edited by Sandra
Harding and Merrill Hintikka in 1983, nor Ruth Hubbard and her
various collaborators, to take some of the early well-known names,
are there references to Foucault as the theorist of discourse analysis,
Derrida for deconstructionism or Lyotard for postmodernism. For
that matter Merchant, Easlea and Keller made no reference to the
influential work by Brian Vickers using rhetoric theory. Neither did
the feminist critiques of science within the Harding and Hintikka
collection (notably Nancy Hartsock and Jane Flax), nor my own work,
which drew on US feminist object relations theory to support a realist
project, show any interest in the linguistically oriented work of
Lacan. Yet by the end of the eighties these, together with Lyotard as
the theorist of postmodernism and the anti-feminist Baudrillard, to
say nothing of Nietzsche himself, came increasingly to frame the
debates around knowledge. It is not of course that postmodernism
was not influential within other areas of feminist scholarship, but
simply that within the feminist critique of science these androcentric
voices and their feminist revisionings were until the middle eighties
pretty much absent. Today, in the concern within feminism for a
theory of knowledge, it is not so much the postmodern turn as the
postmodern deluge.

Integral to feminism’s struggle to gain power over our bodies and
our lives has been a claim for a distinctly feminist science. But while
there is general agreement that the first move is to challenge and
overthrow existing canonical knowledges, the question of what we
might replace them with produces, broadly speaking, two responses.
The first is feminist standpoint theory, which looks to the possibility
of a feminist knowledge to produce better and truer pictures of
reality; the second is feminist postmodernism, which refuses the
possibility of any universalizing discourse, but which argues instead
for localized reliable feminist knowledges. The debate between these
positions occupies chapter 4. Initially standpoint theorists shared
much of that successor science tradition which sought to make over
science, to locate it in proletarian, radical and now, feminist lives and
knowledges. The crucial difference between those alternative epi-
stemologies, which are direct descendants of the Enlightenment
tradition, and the re-visioned projects of feminism is that where the
former claimed both reason and objectivity as the historic allies of the
oppressed masses, the latter echo the claim but simultaneously give
new meanings to the categories of reason and objectivity themselves.

I want to sustain standpoint project theory, not least because I
share Harding's political understanding that it ‘empowers all women
in a world where socially legitimate knowledge and the political
power associated with it are firmly located in white, Western,
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bourgeois, compulsorily heterosexual men’s hands’; but I also want to
underline the connections between those who argue for a localized
plurality of discourses and for whom the main enemy is hegemony
itself>* and the feminist successor science project, for both share a
hostility to the dichotomous choice of any theoretical ‘either/or’. Part
of our energy comes from the empowering visions offered us by
feminist science fiction writing — that fifth strand — that enables us to
feel, like Marge Piercy’s Dawn, that not only do we ‘want to do
something very important’ and move beyond masculinist conceptions
of reality, but we can actually achieve this. Through her we feel that,
‘Some day the gross repair will be done. The oceans will be balanced,
the rivers flow clean, the wetlands and the forests flourish. There’ll be
no more enemies. No Them and Us. We can quarrel joyously with
each other about important matters of idea.’?>

The question which gives its title to this chapter, ‘Is a Feminist
Science Possible?’, makes clear that I ground my answers within one
side of the current theoretical debate and a commitment to a fully
historicized critical realism, even while I acknowledge that the
postmodernist turn has provided much more sophisticated means to
analyse the texts within which both science and its critique are
necessarily located. The traffic between feminist realists and feminist
postmodernists has been richly productive, and even though this
book is pitched on one side of that debate, I want to make clear my
debts to the other.

Most negatively I read feminist postmodernism, at least in its
‘strong’ or ‘hyper’ forms, as denying the possibility of empowering
knowledge about either the social or the natural worlds, and in the
last analysis as parasitical on those who continue, like most feminist
natural and social scientists, to make ‘truth claims’. None the less
postmodernism has, along with realism, a shared conception of
knowledge as being historically and geographically located and
produced. Adherents of both see science as increasingly pervasive, so
that experts and expertise consistently invade daily life.% But there
the similarity stops, for whereas historicism and critical realism
continue to distinguish between ‘true’ and ‘false’ knowledge —
reflected within the natural sciences in the realists” insistence that it is
possible to distinguish between ‘good science’ and ‘bad science’ —
postmodernism makes a further move. It insists that the criteria
through which goodness and badness, truth or falsity are determined
are themselves integral to modernism, and cannot be legitimized
outside it. The possibility of epistemology is thus dissolved. The
distinction between ‘good science’ and ‘bad science’ becomes simply a
matter of preferred belief, or as Richard Rorty, author of the
influential Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature puts it, of ‘science as
solidarity’. Rorty argues that ‘We pragmatists, who wish to reduce
objectivity to solidarity, do not require a metaphysics or an
epistemology. We do not need an account of a relation between
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beliefs and knowledge called “correspondence” nor an account of
human cognitive abilities which ensure that our species is capable of
entering into that relation.’” In this way postmodernism points to the
situatedness of thought, relegating truth claims as having the same
status as fictions: ‘they are stories we choose to believe.’?8

However, except in the stories told by their postmodernist critics,
few contemporary scientists actually think they are making absolute
truth claims, although they do believe that the claims they make, the
stories they tell, have a different kind of reliability to those of fiction.
Perhaps truth in the strong sense used by Rorty et al. never exists
outside the certainty of ‘true for me’, which I get when I read a poem
or a novel. Contemporary scientific knowledge is simultaneously
hedged around with conditions, probability and provisionality —
except when making claims to government or industry for more
resources, when the ideology of science is wheeled out to provide the
rhetoric of certainty. (Nowhere is this more apparent than in the history
of the last fifty years of nuclear research, and today in the Human
Genome Project, which I discuss in chapter 8.)

Thus while it is unquestionably the case that there is a deep crisis in
the theory of representations within the arts and the humanities®®
and that Agnes Heller’s question Can Modernity Survive? admits of no
easy dismissal, it is difficult not to see postmodernism as a nihilistic
assertion of the primacy of the humanities and arts in the face of the
almost overwhelming powers associated with modern science and
technology. Postmodernism dominates the cultural journals and the
debates of the humanities intelligentsia; science and technology as
usual continue with the imperializing and frequently lethal agenda of
the real. Postmodernism’s relegation of the contest between more and
less truthful accounts to one about different stories that we may
choose to believe or not has immense and politically weakening
implications for social criticism. To give a recent and bloody example,
the remorseless media campaign conducted during the war in Iraq to
insist that the new military technology was ‘smart’ and in conse-
quence only eliminated military objectives cannot be falsified by
postmodernism, only deconstructed as an account which we may
choose to believe or disbelieve. While both postmodernists and
realists may point to the long association of white European
masculinity with the slaughter of third-world people and the violent
‘rationality’ of modern science and technology, only realists (and
solid liberal empiricists) can and do construct an alternative and
truth-claiming account that the bombing was indiscriminate.

Yet even while I want to hold on to the possibility of making and
claiming truth for critical accounts, unquestionably societies charac-
terized as modern are undergoing profound changes, and there is
much less certainty about whether, how, if and when scientific
knowledge can be used to increase personal or social rationality. For
example, women are simultaneously given the epidemiological news
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that to have two alcoholic drinks a day decreases the chance of a heart
attack, and also that this increases the chances of stroke and that their
babies will suffer should they be pregnant. In these circumstances
scepticism, even cynicism, about scientific knowledge claims becomes
widespread, making its own connection with the fashionable and
conservative nihilism of mainstream postmodernism. The issue for
feminism is whether political commitment can be integrated with
postmodernism in such a way as to empower women, or whether its
anti-realism weakens the feminist project.

There are in a number of feminist postmodernist writers troubling
signs of avant-gardism for its own sake. Their not infrequent
references to Nietzsche’s ‘gay science’ do more than merely forget the
danger of using the master’s tools to dismantle the master’s house but
go on to ignore that theorist’s profound misogyny. Unquestionably
my distaste for social theorists explicitly associated with misogyny
and anti-semitism and implicitly with the Nazism once more stalking
Europe gives me particular difficulties. My commitment to defending
what can and should be defended of modernity, to feminist realism
and to the feminist re-visioning of the concept of rationality stems in
part from being part of a Western European feminism. By contrast
postmodernism — or anti-realism — seems since the mid-eighties to
have formed a powerful current within North American feminism.

The opening lines of two recent and well-received feminist theory
texts exemplify these cultural and political differences. From the US,
feminist philosopher Linda Nicholson writes:

From the late 1960s to the mid 1980s, feminist theory exhibited a
recurrent pattern: its analyses tended to reflect the viewpoints of white,
middle class women of North America and Western Europe. The irony
was that one of the the powerful arguments feminist scholars were
making was the limitation of scholarship which falsely universalised on
the basis of limited perspectives.100

Against this US account of Western feminism, which in itself makes
an appeal to a reality which I have very great difficulty in recognizing
(or, to put it in postmodernist terms, Nicholson tells a story I do not
entirely believe), the British sociologist Sylvia Walby opens her book
Theorizing Patriarchy:

Why are women disadvantaged compared to men? Has this inequality
reduced in recent years? What difference, if any, does the increase in
women’s employment make to other areas of women's lives? Is the
sexual double standard a thing of the past? Are contemporary forms of
femininity as restricting as those of the past?10!

While Walby, in her claims to critical realism, quickly appeals to the
evident empirical ‘facts’, she fails to grapple with the crises of
representation which Agnes Heller'92 or Joan Scott!®® confront so
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bravely. None the less her stance as a feminist critical realist is still
dominant among Western European feminists within the social and
natural sciences, though not within literary studies, philosophy,
psychoanalysis and cultural studies, for there the postmodernist
currents are very strong. (At least, for these matters of theoretical
current change rather rapidly, that is how it seems to me as I
write.)104 By contrast my impression is that in third world feminism,
where the issues of survival are too stark to admit such debates,
realism holds sway, except in literary and philosophical circles.
Despite Rorty’s assertions, the feminist realist does not hold up a
mirror to either the social or the natural world. Her task is to go
behind the mirror, to go behind the appearance of things. Alice’s
project of going through the looking glass is closer to feminist critical
realism than the ‘glassy mirror’ of either Francis Bacon or Richard
Rorty.

At the same time, because feminism as a political project has a
fundamentally critical relationship to theory, as a distinctively
postmodernist feminism as against a disengaged (and often both
covertly and overtly androcentric) postmodernism has come more
clearly into view, the divisions between realists and postmodernists
become less sharply drawn. Nowhere is this more distinct than
within the feminist critique of science.



Thinking from
Caring: Feminism’s
Construction of a
Responsible
Rationality

Not everyone learns from books.
Sheila Rowbotham, Resistance and Revolution

The absence of ‘women’ as a social category was one of the
distinguishing features of 1960s political and academic culture. By
contrast with the previous edition of the International Encyclopedia of
the Social Sciences in the late thirties, which had twenty-five pages
addressing women’s political cultural and economic concerns, the
1968 edition had no references to women. Even as late as 1974, when
feminists made sexual divisions the theme of the annual conference
of the British Sociological Association, they precipitated the response
from a leading social theorist that ‘women’ were not a sociological
category. “You might’, he said, showing a double lack of sociological
imagination ‘as well debate the colour green’.1

It was against this swamping naturalism that second-wave femin-
ism’s initial concern was to make women'’s lives visible, so that that
which was hidden and naturalized could be seen by the movement
itself as socially and historically constructed. Women’s groups
explored their common experience? of daily life, in the process
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building a different knowledge which sought to transcend the
division between the personal and the political. Providing social
explanations for women’s oppression was crucial in enabling women
to cease being mere objects of history, and instead (though as usual
not necessarily in circumstances of our choosing) becoming historical
subjects who made our own history. Smashing the oppressor’s glassy
mirror which reflected and sustained the status quo, and making an
alternative knowledge which explained who women were and might
be in the world, was integral to becoming a social movement.

By the 1990s a self-consciously postcolonial feminism was actively
reinterpreting the social category of women to emphasize the
immense diversity while seeking to hang on to commonality. But
attending to diversity or difference could only follow from an initial
project of rescuing the category of women from the realm of nature
and relocating it in the realm of culture. Gayatri Spivak writes that the
academic disciplines are unable to do much to right the wrongs of
colonialism but that they can contest the colonialism of the mind.3
She speaks of undoing ‘the effects of colonial history on the
production of knowledge’ by ‘the retrieval of information to restore
the balance of historical knowledge’. Much of this was achieved by
focusing politically and theoretically on women’s daily lives — to find
out what women in all their diversity actually did in both paid and
unpaid work.*

The early concern with the latter — the unpaid, unacknowledged
labour of housework, child care and sexually servicing men — was
crucial in exposing the social nature of the sexual division of labour.>
Such collective self-scrutiny also brought the social nature of the
sexual division of labour into visibility. The fact that within the
dominant culture of the West this division of labour was recognized,
but in a profoundly naturalized way, meant that the task of breaking
through the construction of womanliness could only be carried out by
a social movement so unincorporated in the existing social and
cultural order that it was free to develop its own accounts of the
world. Within the dominant ideology the suitability of a woman’s
paid work was determined by its compatibility with her other nature-
given tasks of being a wife and mother, so that schoolteaching was a
classic example of a job which accommodated what was spoken of, at
best, as ‘woman’s two roles’.® Most occupations are so deeply
gendered that unless ‘woman’ preceded the occupational category, it
went without saying (and still often does) that its holder was a man.
Scientists are not the least among this group; women who are
scientists are the marked other. Breaking through the intense
naturalism which surrounded and defined women’s lives demanded
little short of a cultural revolution.” At a time when the ‘false
universalism’ of early second-wave feminism is widely decried, it is
important to insist on its achievement in beginning to mobilize
women in all our diversity.
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This present chapter returns to the discussion of women’s work
and women’s knowledge or, as Bettina Aptheker® speaks of it,
‘women’s work, women’s consciousness and the meaning of daily
experience’. To get at this afresh while drawing on feminist
materialism I want to return to the painful contortions of particularly
the British marxist feminist debate over domestic labour. This is
partly because (and I entirely agree with Aptheker here) when faced
with a choice between staying faithful to women'’s lives or faithful to
marxist theory, influential British marxist feminists seemed to chose
the latter, weakening if not losing a feminist agenda in the process.
As I argue below, US marxist feminism by contrast kept its feminist
agenda sharper, partly by its greater willingness to use and grapple
with the concept of patriarchy and partly by its creative use of object
relations theory. However, during the seventies and early eighties
marxism was unquestionably a powerful resource to feminism. What
feminism took from Marx was his critical method, which enabled him
to go behind the appearance of things to what he spoke of as their
‘essence’. Above all he was able to go behind the appearance of
freedom in the labour market, in which buyers and sellers freely
bought and sold, to reveal the systematic relations of domination and
subordination which are located within the capitalist mode of
production. For a materialist feminism the task was to go behind — the
appearance of love, the naturalness of a woman’s place and a
woman’s work — to reveal the systemic relations of domination and
subordination within patriarchy. Marx himself, despite a flicker of
interest in his early more philosophic writings in just social relations
between men and women (and which I guess is why some of us were
always more attracted to the 1844 manuscripts than to the mature
work of Capital or the Gundrisse), was the theorist of revolutionary
change achieved through class struggle around the means of
production.

The main weight of Marx’s theorizing locates the first social division
of labour as between mental and manual, taking the division of
labour between men and women, not least within the family, as
entirely natural. In his insistence on the social division of labour —
between that of the ‘hand’ and that of the ‘brain’ - Marx entirely
misses that of the ‘heart’. Yet women'’s work is of a particular kind.
Whether menial or requiring the sophisticated skills involved in child
care, it almost always involves personal service. To make the nature
of this caring, intimate, emotionally demanding labour clear I use the
ideologically loaded term ‘love’. For without what we call love,
without close interpersonal relationships, human beings, especially
young human beings, cannot survive.® Emotionally demanding
labour requires that the carer gives something of themselves to the
person being cared for,10 so that even while child care is capable of
immense variation within societies, across societies and across time, it
remains the case that nurturance — a matter of feeding and touching,
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comforting and cleaning bodies — is cross-culturally primarily the
preserve of women.1! To say this is not to suggest that every woman
necessarily takes part in such activities; simply that culturally the
production and reproduction of people are allocated primarily to
women and that this activity is qualitatively different from the
production of things or ideas.12

Imperialism, and above all slavery, brought the terrible dimension
of racism to this reproductive labour of women. Under slavery many
black women were compelled to work like beasts of burden in the
fields, both beaten as harshly as male slaves and also sexually abused
as women. Others were set to work in the house under the intimate
surveillance of white women and as sexual objects for white men. bell
hooks, writing about the process of enslavement of black women,
observes: ‘The slaver regarded the black woman as a marketable
cook, wet nurse, housekeeper, it was crucial that she be thoroughly
terrorized so that she would submit passively to the wills of the
master, the mistress and their children.”!3 The dictionary reminds us
that ‘servant’ was used in seventeenth-century North American
colonies as the usual designation for a slave. The long imprint of the
colonial past means that domestic service in private homes remains a
substantial labour market activity for US black women, and that
cleaning and menial work in public institutions is still disproportion-
ately allocated to black women in the UK.'* Paid psychological care
work is ‘raced’ as well as gendered. This placing in the labour process
has its effects on the production of knowledge.

Thus, although that strand within feminist theorizing which
claimed critical realism for its accounts was grounded in the
materialism of Marx, to sustain a feminist agenda it necessarily
continues in a spirit of such radical revisionism that it no longer
makes sense to ask whether the theory is or is not ‘“marxist’.15

For materialist theory, human knowledge and human conscious-
ness are not abstract or divorced from experience or ‘given’ by some
process separate from the material reality of the world. As Marx
observed in his critique of methodological individualism, ‘Man does
not squat outside the world’, nor do women. Knowledge comes from
practice, from being in, working on and changing the social and
natural world. As people work on nature and transform it, they gain
knowledge of how nature - including their own nature — is organized
and may be explained.!® The birth of modern science in the
seventeenth century was above all the equation of the new
knowledge with experiment, with intervening in nature, in order to
go behind the appearance of things. Yet even while modern science
rested on experiment, thus uniting hand and brain, and was anti-elite
in the sense that all (men) could engage equally and fruitfully in
making the new knowledge, by the nineteenth century the ideology
of science came to celebrate theory, to cast something called ‘pure’
science as of greater value and higher status than ‘applied’ science.
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Not only is the history of science told as a story of theoretical
development but even today the theoretical physicist is understood
as being hierarchically superior to the mere experimentalist.’” Within
Britain the hierarchy is intensified by a class division, with science
understood as more genteel than engineering, given the latter’s
associations of manufacture and social contact with working-class
people.18

Even within feminism there is a growing celebration of the
‘feminist theorist” who in feminist discourse seems to be located as
somehow on a higher, more prestigious level than the empirical
researcher or the community activist. Such hierarchical divisions are
not separable from the class and race differences between women;
only a minority of women have that leisure which is crucial for space
to reflect and for the creation of theory.!® The kinds of debate which
have from time to time erupted within feminism, concerning the
problems of expertise and a commitment to flat organizational forms,
have counterposed three kinds of knowledge: (1) the production
of knowledge about women, (2) knowledge for women and
(3) knowledge by women. As an academic feminist I feel myself
caught in that tension between my political commitments and my
paid location within the academy.

Such divisions of esteem within the production system of know-
ledge, between the mental labour of the theorist and the fusion of
mental and manual skills of the experimentalist, are not unconnected
with the division of labour within capitalist patriarchy. Science, as
organized knowledge, is constituted through material practices,
through labour and access to the means of knowledge production —
whether the latter is the computer and the books of the writer or the
vast accelerator at CERN for the nuclear physicist. The deep divisions
of gender, race and class thus structure both the labour process of
science and its knowledges. The ideas which come from the
perspective of bourgeois white men, whether about the social or the
natural worlds, serve to preserve the status quo or —as Dorothy Smith
puts it — are part of the relations of ruling.20 Transformative or
empowering knowledge comes within a materialist theory from the
political struggles of the subjugated. In consequence its standpoint is
more to be trusted, is more truthful, than the standpoint of the
dominant group whose view of the world is shaped by their need to
retain mastery. Reliable knowledge is knowledge from below.

To understand the specificities of masculinist knowledge and the
exclusion of women from it, and the transformation of knowledge
made possible by a feminist epistemology, it is therefore necessary to
return to the particular nature of women'’s labour in the world and the
division of labour between the genders. Masculinist knowledge in the
West has taken the form of an intense emphasis on the domains of
cognitive and objective rationality, on reductive explanation, and on
dichotomous partitioning of the social and natural worlds.?! Increas-
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ingly, as the global economy structures production including the
production of knowledge, the new international division of labour
allocates the processing of both material things and nature to the
periphery. It is here that women labour at less than even subsistence
wages. By contrast, a feminist epistemology which derives from
women’s lived experience is centred on the domains of inter-
connectedness and caring rationality, and emphasizes holism and
harmonious relationships with nature, providing links to that other
major social movement of our time, the ecological. At times the
ecological movement also takes on gender and challenges the new
forms of imperialism.22 To borrow from Maurice Bazin, against ‘their
science’ we range ‘our sciences’. To understand feminist knowledge,
a ‘feminist science’, one key place to begin is with women’s everyday
lives as both paid and unpaid workers.

The social origins of the segregated labour
market

Examining this problem within contemporary capitalist patriarchy,
Western feminists point to the ‘family wage’ in which the male
breadwinner receives from capital an income sufficient to reproduce
not only his own labour power, but also that of his wife and
dependents. Indisputably, the family wage as it emerged during the
nineteenth century in the most unionized and better-paid sectors of
the economy served to improve the conditions of a particular class
fraction - but at the price of enforcing women’s and children’s
dependence on men. Feminist historians have shown that men’s
wages elsewhere within the economy never enabled them to achieve
family breadwinner status, but the ideological goal of the family wage
was held before them.23 Protective legislation removing women and
children from certain kinds and conditions of work (ostensibly for
their sake) led to their systematic exclusion from the leading sectors of
the economy, where the organized (male) breadwinners and (male)
capital could battle out the higher wage levels together.?4 During the
nineteenth century, although many women were, in fact, bread-
winners (not least because of the high rates of widowhood, to say
nothing of the large numbers of single women), ideologically they
were marginalized in their claims for equal participation and equal
pay within the labour market.?>

Yet while in Britain today the ideology of the family wage has
weakened, women'’s wages have not taken a sudden upward bound.
Indeed as the numbers of single parents continue to rise, many
women and their children are finding themselves both in poverty and
with new emotional pressures, as biological fathers simultaneously
retreat from their commitments as financial providers,?® and make
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new emotional claims, backed up by law, as fathers. Most women's
lives are precariously balanced at the intersection of family, labour
market and social policy. Thus while it is true that more women with
children are in paid work than ever before, most are also in the most
casualized and worst paid occupations,?” with little union protec-
tion.28 The labour market of science and technology is part of this
changing but still profoundly segregated form.?® Nor, despite some
gains here and there, have the educational reforms at the turn of the
century which admitted women to study, or the expansion of higher
education in the sixties, or legislation for equal opportunity and equal
pay since the 1970s overcome this structuring of the scientific labour
market. Despite national variations between countries, men and the
interests of men have long commanded science.30

Although in conditions of boom, such as those that characterized
Western capitalism up to the mid-seventies, capital looks to women
(and other marginal workers) as a source of labour power, and talks
of opening up the entire labour market to women, in practice it
remains intensely segregated.3! Even in years of expansion women
have remained in an exceedingly narrow range of clerical and service
occupations. In Britain, for example, segregation within the labour
market was more marked in 1971 than it was in 1901.32 Sweden,
whose equality legislation constitutes an immense historical achieve-
ment, none the less has one of the most segregated labour markets in
Europe. Nor is a segregated labour market necessarily to capital’s
advantage; in the post-Sputnik years, the United States, anxious to
boost its numbers of scientists and engineers, looked to women as a
possible supply source. Focusing on resocialization strategies and
publicizing successful ‘role models’, the state was none the less
largely unsuccessful in opening the scientific labour market to
women. It seems to take little less than a nation state at war to modify
the segregated market significantly.3® A buoyant economy plus
pressure from below, which existed in the sixties and early seventies,
produces some, but not radical, concessions. In the present con-
ditions of recession — even slump — the massive casualization of the
British labour market finds its reflection in the laboratory. The trade
union movement has been profoundly weakened by right-wing social
and economic policies, beginning the eighties with a much stronger
commitment to defending men’s than women’'s jobs, and closing the
decade by retreating from an agenda of struggle towards a re-
discovery of its origins in mutual benefit employee associations. More
positively, the increasing presence of feminists and black sections
within the unions is moving them towards policies of gender and
racial justice.

Science as a global production system is simply part of the
segregated labour market, excluding women — other than those in
exceptionally favourable circumstances - from occupying elite
positions within the production of knowledge.?* Many, even most,
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women in natural science and engineering are relegated to those
tasks that most markedly parallel their ‘primary’ task as wife and
mother. If we examine the full labour force — not just the scientists but
also the technicians, secretarial staff and cleaning personnel — we see
that the majority of women are still carrying out manual and personal
service work. Neither chance nor biology explains men’s occupancy
of the leadership positions within science. The analysis of the
segregated labour market, nationally and internationally, shows that
women are concentrated not only in low-paid work but frequently in
work of a particular kind — human service work and menial work, a
remarkable echo of women’s work within the home. It is precisely in
those societies where the largest proportion of women are employed
in the paid labour market that we see the sharpest expression of
segregated occupations and the greatest extent of part-time work.
The latter, which is ideologically proposed as ‘choice’ and as a gain for
all, is for women in reality structured through the greedy time
demands of the double day. Despite the ideology of science being
above gender, this holds within the scientific labour market as much
as any other.

In science therefore it is true, but only in a particular sense, that
there are few women. In the United States, as in Britain, the academic
staffs of science and engineering departments are predominantly
men, though the pattern varies from engineering (where there are
almost no women academic staff and under 10 per cent women
students) through physics and chemistry (which are slightly more
mixed) to biology (where there is the greatest proportion of women as
academic staff, although still a minority and at the lower levels). But,
while relatively few women are in evidence in advanced science and
technology education, that is not to say that none are to be seen at all.
Women clean the floors, under the supervision of men supervisors;
women act as technicians, under men senior technicians; they work
as waitresses under men catering officers; and they work as
secretaries, typing letters dictated by men, and generally smoothing
interpersonal relations. The point is — and it has to be made again and
again — that women’s paid work, even in the science or technology
laboratory, echoes what they do at home. The laboratory is simply
part of the segregated labour market.

Time for theory?

Although women are just over half of humanity, women do much
more than half of the total labour of the world. There is a depressing
consistency in the international time-budget studies which have over
the last decade or so mapped out the gross inequality between the
hours worked by women and by men.35 While the double shift
of paid and unpaid labour seems, at an everyday level, sufficient
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explanation as to why women have been denied access to the time-
demanding arena of public life, not least science, it does not explain
the silence over the gendered politics of time.

Even now, a quarter of a century after the advent of second-wave
feminism, we are faced with the contradiction that while the history
of the organized labour movement acknowledges the reduction of
hours of work as one of its key objectives, and now increasingly sees
it as the creative response to the restructuring of employment, the
cruel hours of labour extracted from women are neglected by the state
and the male-dominated labour movement alike. André Gorz, in an
imaginative political response to a postindustrial capitalism, writes:

Nowhere is the line separating left and right clearer than on the
question of time; the politics of time. According to whether it is a
politics (and policy) of the right or the left, it may lead either to a society
based on unemployment or to one based on free time. Of all the levers
available to change the social order and the quality of life, this is one of
the most powerful.36

Gorz echoes Marx’s point about the politics of time and class
domination: ‘In a capitalist society, spare time is acquired for one
class by converting the whole life time of the working class into
labour time.” But Gorz fails to add the dimension of gender which
could well argue that ‘In a patriarchal society, spare time is acquired
for one gender by converting the whole life time of the women into
labour’.37

Indeed, with the recrudescence of market economics and the
retreat from the welfare state which has characterized the past
decade, the state is intent on making sure that for the majority of
women their time will not be their own.38 The collapse of ‘actually
existing socialism’ has reduced the social supports to women in the
former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. In the countries of the third
world, afflicted by water shortages in no small measure created by the
first world, women may spend up to ten hours each day simply
collecting water for themselves and their households.3® Reflection on
experience and the acquisition of organized knowledge require time.
This time has been appropriated by one gender, and with time, the
means for theorizing. For great numbers of women, theory has to be
done in the cracks.40

The labour of love

Getting hold of the labour process of women’s work — remembering
that it exists as ‘not men’s’ — gives us a way of looking at words like
‘intuition’, ‘sensitivity’, ‘interrelatedness’ and all those other feminine
words about which many of us have held complex and contradictory
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feelings.#! It has been feminism, aided by the crisis in the welfare
state, which has not only named and thus brought into visibility the
distinctive labour of women, but also insisted that we understand its
double-sidedness both as labour and as love.#? This combination of
menial labour, often involving long hours, boring repetitive house-
work and very complex emotional work with children, husbands and
dependent elderly people, has been patiently unravelled by femin-
ists. It has been salutary to read Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s turn-of-
the-century classic Women and Economics*3 and reflect how long it took
my generation to recapture the clarity of her distinction between the
morally legitimate claims of mothering children and those of servicing
men.44

Feminism’s rethinking of women’s work and learning to recognize
women'’s skill had to tackle a keystone within the patriarchal ideology
of work, namely that where ‘skill’ is, women are not.4> The under-
valuation of unpaid labour is of a piece with the undervaluation of
women’s employment. To use Diane Elson and Ruth Pearson’s
term, %6 women are inferior bearers of labour and their presence in any
significant way within an occupation signals that it is of low status,
requiring only modest financial reward. Black and third-world
women are racialized within the labour market, and their skills even
further devalued.

Skills which are acquired by women through practice within the
home are both undervalued and systematically denied their social
origins.4” This is so whether they are utilized in paid or unpaid
labour. In the new electronics world factories, women’s skill at
microcircuitry and patience with repetitive tasks are seen as biological
attributes; that these are third-world women underlines the racist as
well as patriarchal assumptions.4® Within public caring labour - what
Leila Simonen® speaks of as ‘social or occupational mothering’ — even
where the relational skills of women are acknowledged, it is not in
terms of status or financial reward. In a nursing context the patient’s
wellbeing, even life, may turn on close personal support (TLC -
tender loving care) which women are widely seen as being able to
supply in abundance, yet women’s pay cheques do not acknowledge
this as a socially acquired skill. In the domestic context women’s
nurturing qualities are simultaneously praised and seen as pre-
scientific practices awaiting the emancipatory certainty of scientific
knowledge.50

Experiential knowledge is thus dismissed and trivialized, while an
arrogant, objectivizing science seeks to instruct women in its own
practices. Not for nothing does the woman in the feminist cartoon
say, ‘Well, if I get my instincts biologically I'm not having you tell me
what to do!” The increasing tendency to make caring ‘scientific’ has
eroded women’s confidence, delegitimizing the knowledge they have
gained individually and intergenerationally from the practice of
caring.5! This professionalized conception of scientific knowledge, as



38 Thinking from Caring

arcane knowledge handed down by gendered experts, appoints itself
to lead women into emancipation, for when it has succeeded in
making a definitive map of mothering, it will be entirely possible for
men to carry it out.52 As with other professionalizing theories, this
one turns on the denigration and disempowering of those it purports
to aid. For example, it refuses to understand the emotional
complexity and particularity of child rearing; as Carol Gilligan5? puts
it, this ‘intuitive ability’ is not an innate faculty but one ‘that comes
only with a certain sort of training’.

While the first phase of feminist research on women’s labour was
concerned with claiming it as work and as largely evaded by men, the
second phase began to explore the labour process of caring and what
caring work meant to the givers of care. Lacking the language to
explore the tacit knowledge derived from caring, the practice and the
knowledge have been treated with even less social esteem than is
accorded to the tacit knowledge of manual labour.5* Women
themselves discussing childrearing emphasize the accumulation of
skill — the second baby is easier than the first. At the same time, each
infant is unique and requires a special and highly flexible response.
Sara Ruddick’s discussion of ‘thinking as a mother’ deepens this focus
and argues that the labour of motherhood requires a distinctive
sensitivity, which demonstrates a ‘preservative love ... fosters
growth and values change ... values open rather than closed
structures, and refuses sharp divisions between inner and outer-self
and the other’.55 As a materialist Ruddick sees thought as arising out
of social practice; she both admits the body and opens up the
possibility of a distinctive kind of thinking arising from the labour of
mothering.

The problem for women has been how such collective knowledge
may be shared and developed when experiential knowledge has been
dismissed as purely subjective. Feminist studies of birthing consist-
ently report that women’s sense of self-confidence has been eroded
by the medicalization of reproduction.5¢ Yet those areas of caring
where the direction is almost entirely in male hands and claims to be
guided by the achievements of science are precisely those where fad
and fancy seem to have been most free. The sorry history of
medicine, above all psychiatry and gynaecology, is full of representa-
tions of women, their bodies and their minds, from perspectives
which range from the paternalist to the misogynist.

The intervention of scientific experts into areas of domestic and
people work has not infrequently harmed practice which has been
built up through careful observation. Waerness5” examined cookery
books and showed how those inspired by the latest scientific
nutritional thinking led to unsound advice, while the practical guides
offered by women cookery writers stood the test of time. She makes a
parallel argument for nutrition to that made by Barbara Ehrenreich
and Deirdre English, Margaret Versluysen and Jean Donnison,%® on
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the replacement of the female midwife by the - in reality more
ignorant — male and rapidly professionalizing doctor. Knowledge
born of practice was frequently more securely founded than the
proposals from a fragile — and often arbitrary — science.

Alienated and non-alienated caring

It has been both a theoretical and an empirical problem that even
where feminists tried to separate housework from peoplework, the
two continually merged. Caring, despite the best efforts of social
policy research and psychology, requires much more than the
abstraction of words. It is possible to feel or recollect the satisfaction
of caring for someone, of finding all the little pieces of comfort that
were important to that small child, that very elderly person - a
mixture of words and silences, of favourite food and drink, of hard
work in cleaning up a wet or dirty bed, of special ways of doing
things. All the senses were involved; the cared-for looked good, felt
good, sounded good, smelled sweet. Yet the pleasure did not just
belong to the carer; it belonged also to the cared-for; at best it was
mutual.

Is it all a con? Is this part of the emotionalization of housework? For
in an entirely negative way emotion as integral to caring labour has
become historically linked through the processes of mass consump-
tion to a degrading emotionalization of housework.5 At its nadir in
television advertisements women are invited to feel that love is
superwhite shirts for their husbands and children. A woman’'s
feminine identity as madonna/whore is beamed out as the sexually
attractive, perennially young woman celebrating her immaculate
laundry. It is important to see that this emotionalized housework
within industrialized countries is a relatively new phenomenon
associated with the emergence of middle-class houses without
servants, and of mass working-class housing. Providing the
breadwinner/housewife division of labour of welfare capitalism is
realizable, then unprecedented standards of domestic comfort can be
achieved through the emotionalization and mechanization of house-
work.

But this does not mean that the pleasure of caring for someone is
unreal, nor that it involves no work, nor that taking part in the
relations of caring labour does not yield understanding. Indeed both
feminist psychologists and philosophers have proposed that the
scrutiny of women’s caring could yield an ethic of care,® even to a
theory of citizenship in which caring, like other duties, becomes a
citizen’s public obligation.6! In consequence the task has been to
analyse caring as labour, meaning and relation. Under what
conditions do women freely care and under what conditions is caring
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extracted from them? How far is women’s caring part of what Hilary
Land and I have called compulsory altruism?62 For caring, whether
paid or unpaid, like other forms of labour, exists predominantly in its
alienated form but also contains within itself glimpsed moments of an
unalienated form. It is important with all forms of labour to insist that
the experience of the unalienated form is located — however fleetingly
— within the alienated, as otherwise we have no means of conceptual-
izing — however prefiguratively — the social relations and labour
processes of a society which has overcome alienation. Reflecting on
caring labour offers clues as to why such work can on one occasion
offer great satisfaction and on another be the site of tremendously
hostile and painful feelings, in which the cared-for person and the
carer confront one another as hostile beings. The same reflection also
speaks of the pleasure and satisfaction to be found in reciprocal
care.63

Less visibly, at least because it is masked by the ideology of
romantic and maternal love, husbands and grown sons extract caring
labour from wives and mothers. In an early article Heidi Hartmané*
estimated that for every grown man in her home a woman has to
provide an additional seven hours’ labour a week. She also made the
point that the reproduction of people is very much more complex
than the production of things. While the issue of housework has been
forced back from the frontiers of feminist debate and struggle by the
recession and the ascendance of the right, and the image of the new
man strongly proselytized, the politics of time have not changed
significantly.5

In similar vein Kari Waerness,% beginning with a common under-
standing of caring as ‘taking responsibility’ and providing nurtur-
ance, distinguishes between three kinds of caring: the mutual caring
reciprocally exchanged between equals; enforced caring extracted,
above all, from the woman; and caring for dependants — by these she
means those who by age or disability need help to care for them-
selves. She sees mutual caring as offering no problems, only
pleasure. Her strongest strictures are directed towards enforced
caring in which women are coerced into doing caring work for,
typically, male others. Her third category of caring for (‘natural’)
dependants she sees as necessary and hence acceptable labour. It is
above all, as Hilary Graham®” puts it, ‘when labour outlasts love’ that
the recognition of caring as labour is inescapable. The accounts of
women caring for their mothers, or for husbands who have become
totally dependent through accident, stroke and the like (a phenom-
enon aided by the age imbalance between husbands and wives),
describe a world of unrelenting labour in which women, enchained
by the social expectation of what the neighbours and the health and
professional workers think, but also by what they themselves feel as
duty, cannot escape. Elizabeth Cady Stanton may have announced at
Seneca Falls in 1848 that ‘Women's self-development is a higher duty
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than self-sacrifice’, but the ideology of self-sacrifice appears to be
remarkably robust. Even if Carol Gilligan%® is right and women are
increasingly trying to balance the claims of personal self-development
and the just claims of others, unless this balancing takes place in a
context of adequacy of resources — not least social support — then for
many women it will fail. Hard choices are made in hard contexts.®®

Criticizably, both British and Nordic literature has researched
unpaid caring as if it was only an issue for white women, but where
there is some solidarity between the carers and the cared for in much
of the Nordic literature, the British has been marked by a strong voice
of middle-aged and middle-class women who are confronted by the
prospect of caring for their elderly mothers. There is little or no
reflection that they themselves will at some point be old women.
Jenny Morris has with justifiable anger drawn attention to the same
silencing of the perspectives of disabled women.”0 In Britain it has
been the feminist activists working in community groups, in trade
unions and in town halls, not the academic feminists, who have
brought issues of race and racism into the feminist politics of care. It
has been primarily from the US that the literature from black and
postcolonial feminism has been written which grapples with the
complexity of domestic labour.”? Far from being ‘simply’ menial we
learn from Aptheker ‘how a domestic worker has to be able to see into
her employer’s mind regardless of the external posture that the
employer may adopt’.”> There are differences but there are also
commonalities with the managed heart of Airlie Hochschild’s airline
hostesses. As the old manufacturing industries of the nineteenth and
earlier twentieth century collapse/are relocated in the South, people-
work proliferates in the advanced industrial countries, and work
which involves the production and reproduction of people is
qualitatively different from the production of things.

Alienated or unalienated, freely exchanged in reciprocal caring,
given as a labour of love or enforced by an individual man or by the
state, internalized by duty or the fear of gossip, women’s caring
labour is much more than the formation of a (white) feminine
identity. As a profoundly sensuous activity, women’s labour consti-
tutes a material reality which structures a distinctive understanding
of the social and natural worlds. As Aptheker puts it,

‘The point is to suggest a way of knowing from the meanings that
women give to their labours. The search for dailiness is a method of
work that allows us to take the patterns women create and the
meanings women invent and learn from them. If we map what we
learn connecting one meaning or invention to another we begin to lay
out a different way of seeing reality. This way of seeing is what I refer to
as the women’s standpoint.”

A feminism which is interested in the possibility of thought arising
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from the distinctive social practices of women has to be willing to
think about the distinctive labour of women, not least the labour of
women birthing, for despite the massive medicalization of human
reproduction in the West, to say nothing of the advent of new
reproductive technologies, it remains the case that birthing is
something that women do and men do not. To be willing to consider
the labour of birthing within a discussion of women’s knowledge is to
admit the body, to accept what Janet Sayers usefully spoke of as a
limited essentialism and a constrained social constructionism.”4
Despite the attempts on the part of a number of male social theorists”>
to suggest that the relationship between social reproduction and
biological reproduction was merely accidental, many feminists not
only remained unconvinced but also disentangled the polysemic
character of ‘reproduction’.”6 Mary O’Brien?” insists that childbirth
makes nonsense of Marx’s division between the labour of the
architect and the bee, where he argues that architects imagine even
the worst building in their minds before they build, whereas the bee
produces its always beautiful structures instinctually. Instead she
sees a woman birthing as a moment when bodiliness and culture
mingle boundaries.”

But there is also no compelling reason to continue to accept Marx’s
conception of animals as natural and thus without culture and
human beings as transcending nature and thus having culture. The
nineteenth-century passion for classifying and erecting boundaries,
and the belief in the great chain of being, has receded. Even the high
tide of behaviourism of the 1960s has passed, and a rather different
conception has become possible of both animals and people making
and even sharing culture.”? The moves within biology that take down
the barriers between animals and people are echoed within a political
culture which is increasingly uneasy with casting animals as simply
the instruments of larger human purposes. I do not wish to endorse
the mutant liberal democratic theory of ‘animal rights’, but the
language marks a dramatic shift in popular conceptions of nature and
culture.

Breastfeeding a child similarly refuses to be located in that
masculinist division between the natural and the cultural. While the
health educationalists claim it as natural and every baby’s birthright,
in the West breastfeeding is more likely to be chosen by educated
middle-class women. If a woman and her baby are fortunate, they
may discover that breastfeeding can be not only caring labour but a
deeply sexual pleasure. The boundaries of nature and culture, of self
and non-self, of caring and pleasure, soften and merge. Such
trafficking pushes feminist theory making beyond being a mere
speciality within social sciences or literary studies and towards a
thoroughly anti-disciplinary feminism, which seeks to overcome the
old and oppressive dichotomies between the natural and the social,
between caring and thinking.
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Discipline and unfree labour

While doing women’s work brings little recognition, ‘failure’ to do it
can cause criticism, anger, even violence on the part of an individual
man. If that failure takes place around children, it may result in
intervention by the state, ranging from psychotherapeutic support for
the woman to ECT and/or the forcible removal of her children.
Unpaid the labour of housewifery and child care may be, but as a
form of unfree labour it is carried out against a backdrop of
extraordinarily powerful sanctions. Such sanctions are the penalties
for breaches of the sexual contract, that invisible text between men
and women written in the same moment of birth of liberal democratic
society when men wrote their social contract.80 Its silence about the
level of violence acceptable within the family is an expression of
the division in the control of women between the public patriarchy
of the state and the private patriarchy of the home. Men’s violence
can be understood simply as the savage labour discipline imposed by
men on women. Yet these often brutal punishments (a beating for a
burnt meal, murder for infidelity) police the boundaries of women's
familial labour as surely as factory fines and overseer beatings have
policed the labour of free labourers and slaves, or for that matter as
surely as sexual harassment polices women'’s paid employment. The
massive resistance to men’s violence, denying its naturalness and
denying its inevitability, is simultaneously an immense achievement
of the women’s movement and the other side of a political struggle
which values care.

Yet sociobiology today naturalizes the sexual contract, and sees
violence8! against women as rooted in biology, both his and hers,
rather than arising from the unfree labour of women within
patriarchy. The stubborn resistance that sociobiology offers to
moving violence out of nature and into culture speaks of the
enormous task which feminists and their allies face in defeating male
violence, either practically or even in terms of a culture which
continues to celebrate violence as desirable masculinity.

While it is true that housework and personal caring work are
now much more widely seen as ‘work’ rather than as the natural
expression of femininity itself, the savagery of the punishments for
inadequate performance or labour refusal are so great that there is a
tendency to think of men’s violence as a problem of a different kind,
to be considered in different terms to the sex-gender division of
labour. These ‘different terms’ invoke a vague biologism, an
unarticulated sense that it is natural for men to be violent to those
who care for them. The difference in the sentences given to men and
to women who kill speaks of the depth to which this naturalism is
institutionalized within the state.82 Yet the naturalism of the
connection between violence and caring only holds when they are
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between men and women, and, being natural, may be deplored but
impossible to oppose. It is only in the context of caring and violence
in relationships between men that explanations are sought in culture
rather than in nature.

The violence issue cannot simply be naturalized, even though the
relationship of men and women to interpersonal violence is very
different. Men may be violent to one another, to women and to
children. Women are rarely violent to other adult people, whether
women or men, but their relations with children and elderly
dependent people can involve violence. Radical feminism with its
preoccupation with men’s violence has sometimes been too silent
about women’s violence to dependents, even though this can be
explained, though not explained away, as stemming from the
enforced nature of much of their caring work. Compulsory unpaid
and very badly paid caring not only diminishes the freedom of the
care-giver, but also threatens the safety of the cared-for. Timothy
Diamond’s study of US residential homes and the lack of psychologi-
cal and material security for the first generation of Americans who
paid into Social Security speaks of this ever-present danger. Yet the
very specificities of the limited violence of women serves to highlight
the contrast with the all too generalized violence of men.

The revolutionary and psychiatrist Franz Fanon® described the
torture used by the French against the Algerians at the height of their
struggle for national liberation in which the colonized colluded — and
were meant to collude — in their own oppression. Fanon speaks of
how a French police officer who worked as a torturer sought
psychiatric help from him, so that the torturer could continue in his
work without experiencing personal discomfort. The possibility that
something very similar goes on every day between men and women
is a matter few wish to discuss. Men rely on the emotional support of
women to sustain them, even in their violence. Even where
individual men play no part in violence, at least at the interpersonal
level, active opposition is for the most part left to women. Thus even
non-violent men benefit from the violence of others.8¢ The lack of
resistance simultaneously denies the existence of violence and
colludes with the naturalistic justification of violence. Men's violence
is rendered natural and normal, so integral to masculinity that it
becomes difficult to connect it to other aspects of men’s lives, let alone
to place violence within a theory of knowledge.

Given that the potentiality of the modern state for collective
violence is at an unparalleled historic level, feminism has begun to
trace the connections between the everyday violence of men’s culture
and the inbuilt militarism of so much of modern science and
technology. At the very birth of modern science in the seventeenth
century, Francis Bacon used rape as his central metaphor, to invoke
the process whereby the scientists forced nature and ‘wrested her
secrets from her’.85 In the nineteenth century at the beginnings of
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physiology, Claude Bernard spoke of ‘Nature as a woman, who must
be forced to unveil herself when attacked by the experimenter, and
who must be put to the question and is subdued.’8 Except for a
minority among scientists,” nature was seen as something separate
from humanity, to be ‘dominated’.8 That a pacific relationship
between humanity and nature could offer an alternative metaphor
was a possibility that, until the rise of ecology (particularly deep
ecology) as both a subject and a social movement, could not be
seriously considered. The West's Judaeo-Christian cultural inherit-
ance shored up this conception of Man as made in the image of God
and as therefore having ‘dominion” over nature.®? Biotechnologists
who are also active Christians explicitly draw on this tradition to
justify genetic manipulation. When scientists describe their laboratory
practice they frequently use a language soaked in militaristic and
aggressive sexual metaphor.®? The masculinist values of violence and
domination are embedded within science; here as elsewhere Virginia
Woolf illuminates: ‘the values of men are different from the values of
women . . . it is however the values of men that prevail.” Ideologically
men’s violence and women’s caring are locked together, each integral
to the ordering of patriarchal society not least in terms of civic and
domestic duty.

Explaining women’s labour

How was feminist theory to interpret women’s daily lives? The power
of early feminist insights, like Pat Mainardi's wonderful aphorism
‘His resistance is the measure of your oppression’,®! as she analysed
all the weird and wonderful ways men buckpassed housework, were
lost, at least in Britain, in the problem of defining what domestic
labour did for capital.

Women, argued the marxist feminists Selma James and Maria Rosa
Dalla Costa,®2 do housework because it benefits capitalism, and
therefore it should be paid. Positively, the ensuing debate around
wages for housework served to accelerate the struggle against the
naturalization of women in both bourgeois and socialist politics.
Negatively, it understood domestic labour as a relationship between
women and the capitalist system and failed to grasp that women
came into society as ‘not-men’. It thus conceptually lost both men,
and patriarchy, from its analysis. Instead of answering Marx’s crucial
question ‘cui bono?’, British marxist feminism in the seventies let men
off the hook.

But perhaps the most negative by-product was that the power of
marxist tools to define the problem erased women’s experience. The
anger and wit which had sharpened the earlier feminist critique gave
way to increasingly Talmudic exchanges.®® Compared with the
exhilaration of the rediscovery of housework as work, these
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refinements to theory were often experienced and criticized as a new
and unwanted separation between the theoreticians and the activists.
(Some famous cartoons bore witness to the conflict, not least the
image of two women cleaners sweeping up polysyllabic words,
complaining that if they — the feminist theoreticians — had to clean up
afterwards, they would not use all these long words.)%

In dramatic response to this loss of a feminist agenda Christine
Delphy’s pamphlet The Main Enemy %5 offered a radical re-visioning of
feminist materialism. She argued that women’s domestic labour can
only be understood in the context of the domestic mode of
production, in which men benefited from and controlled the labour of
women. This re-visioning stemmed from France. It was from the US
that Heidi Hartman, examining women’s material relationship to
patriarchy and to capital in two influential papers,® analysed the
allocation by sex of occupations within the labour market, and argued
that it was within the capitalist mode of production that men were
able to exclude and marginalize women, thus forcing them into
relations of subordination within the factory and the home. She went
on to examine the division of labour within the household, arguing
that here also was a locus of struggle, through which men were able
to force women into weaker places within the labour market.

Dual systems theory, such as Hartman and others proposed, was
criticized from a number of perspectives. For example, it was argued
that it is not appropriate to speak of more than one mode of
production. Yet third-world studies clearly document the coexistence
of different modes of production. A more serious difficulty was
contained in Iris Young’s®” criticism that if the problem is set up in
this way, the analysis of the sex-gender system becomes auxilliary —
and subordinate — to the analysis of class relations. An even more
devastating critique came from Gloria Joseph with her insistence on
adding race into the ‘ménage a trois’.?8 While dualism was theoreti-
cally and politically flawed — for it divides the world only by sex and
by class and is silent on race, sexuality, age, differently abled bodies ~
it did make space for an autonomous social struggle which was not,
in both the first and last analysis, entirely reducible to class.

Troubles with patriarchy

At the centre of the desire to move beyond dualism, which saw
capitalism and patriarchy as relatively autonomous systems of
domination, lay a deep unease on the part of many socialist feminists
with the concept of patriarchy.”® The most serious objection
concerned its ahistoric character; it seemed to suffuse all relations
between human males and females. There was some force in such
criticisms, made cogently by a number of writers including Sheila
Rowbotham and Michele Barrett, although the latter was by the end
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of the eighties to revise her position. 100 Thus, Zillah Eisenstein is
criticized for her use of the concept of patriarchy, which she sees as
‘universal in Western society’, so that patriarchy ‘changes historically,
but universal qualities of it are maintained even if they are specifically
redefined’.10! Throughout history men have retained their power by
dominating the public realm and relegating women to the private.
Hartman, too, speaks of patriarchy as predating capitalism and
persisting within it, but also refers to it as ‘universal’; not surpris-
ingly, she is less than optimistic about the prospect of changes in the
economic organization of society doing anything other than changing
the forms through which sexual hierarchies are organized.

In so far as the concept of patriarchy does embrace a sense of
universality and timelessness, then Joan Smith justly points to the
political danger that feminists unwittingly provide support for their
clear enemy - sociobiology.102 The naturalistic thesis of the ‘inevit-
ability of patriarchy’ is strengthened if feminists themselves claim that
it is everywhere, all the time, simply changing in form. None the less,
subsequent developments, in which US, Scandinavian and British
feminists theorized the move from private to public patriarchy in the
analysis of the welfare state, 193 served to historicize the concept.

There were ironies in this debate, as historicizing the new feminist
concepts was crucial to both sides. Despite the massive research effort
into family history, which has produced complex, contradictory and
diverse understandings in which ‘the’ family disappears, at a political
level the research interest in family history leads to a belief that there
is such an entity. Thus despite their elegant demolition of left
patriarchs and their passionate opposition to the bourgeois family,
Michele Barrett and Mary McIntosh1%¢ showed little sympathy with
the diversity of families — not least as lived within by white working-
class and black women — where family is often a source of both
oppression and strength.%5 Right-wing ideologues such as Ferdinand
Mount1% understand this very well, arguing that despite all inter-
vention by external powers, ‘the subversive family’ waits to spring
back into existence with all its ‘natural’ resilience. Over the course of
the eighties, feminism was to develop a more compassionate
understanding of the complexities of everyday life, so that the
monolithic anger of an equal opportunities feminism (particularly
characteristic of British approaches!%?) which saw caring labour solely
from the perspective of the carer was joined by the perspectives and
the anger of the movement of differently abled people. Disabled
feminists, together with black feminists and older feminists began to
push against a conceptualization of caring which had produced a
picture of the world solely from the perspectives of white, middle-
aged, able-bodied and heterosexual women.1%8 Because most of this
caring literature was developed by socialist feminists — ranging from
fabian to marxist in orientation - it had paid sensitive attention to
issues of class. But this sensitivity to the intermeshing of class and



48 Thinking from Caring

gender on the part of academic feminism with a taken-for-granted
commitment to dual systems theory was increasingly coming under
question from community feminism, which was confronted by many
more social divisions demanding a much greater willingness to live
with complexity. New understandings of caring were being forged in
practice by feminist activists whose everyday worlds were sur-
rounded by far greater complexity than the prevailing theoretical
models permitted. Gradually the awareness of the gap erupted into
feminist debate, which took into account the perspectives of the
cared-for as well as the carers, and recognized these relationships as
being located in very diverse social contexts. Within these different
contexts it became increasingly possible to explore caring as a labour
process, as a fusion of often hard physical work, bodily intimacy and
close psychological attention, and to appreciate the difference
between caring for a child, who is growing into independence, and
caring for an elderly or differently abled person, who may well
be moving towards increased physical and perhaps psychological
dependence.10?

The different political and cultural contexts of caring labour became
increasingly evident as the comparative literature developed. Thus
Nordic feminism, while not holding a neutral concept of the state
none the less saw it as relatively friendly and supportive to women’s
everyday lives (acknowledging the origins of the state in opposition
to aristocratic power), whereas white US and British feminist, radical
and anti-racist analyses interpreted social welfare personnel as largely
coercive over women'’s, and black and working-class people’s lives, 110
and therefore worked to develop distinctively feminist practices in
social work, medicine and nursing. By contrast, Scandinavian
analysis was less preoccupied with control, and both found more
solidarity between professional carers and unpaid carers and was
more sensitive to the cared-for.111 The US black feminist Patricia Hill
Collins argued even more generally that connectedness and caring for
others are reflected in Afrocentric knowledge and practice: “The
parallels between Afrocentric expressions of the ethic of caring and
those advanced by feminist scholars are noteworthy.’112

Thus, while the early criticisms of patriarchy as an ahistorical
concept have yielded as feminist research has documented the
complexity of patriarchal relations between and within societies, a
situated concept of patriarchy has increasingly entered theorizing.
But there are no easy answers even for those reluctant to enter the
pluralistic project of postmodernism. Thus the initial optimism of
influential theorists such as Sylvia Walby, that feminist materialism
could be characterized as dual systems theory then subsequently
revised to include ‘other patriarchal structures’, seems to have
opened the way to a piling on of other structures, which echoes the
pluralism of the postmodern turn even while resisting it.113 Patricia
Hill Collins’s attempt to find a path between materialism and
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postmodernism also has some difficulties, for the concept of a matrix
carries with it a notion of equality between the differences — yet the
matrix is located on a map of social divisions where no such equality
prevails. These difficulties in theory find their echo in practice in
moving beyond the rhetoric — however longed for — of a rainbow
alliance to specifying the nature of possible alliances between old and
new forms of political struggle, between the old labour movement
and the new social movements of anti-racism, peace, ecology and
feminism, above all in a period of right-wing ascendance. Like ‘wave’
and ‘particle’ theories feminism may simply need different explana-
tions for different purposes and maybe should be less concerned
about the totalizing capacity of feminist theory.

What I want to argue is that women’s caring practices, even in the
alienated forms generated by the social division of labour, foster a
more relational understanding both socially and bodily. Women'’s
sense of the body is grounded in the real and material practice of
taking care of both our own and the bodies of others: small babies,
children, and sick, differently abled, and very elderly people. From
the perspective of caring the body is no grand linguistic abstraction,
but is very concrete, constantly fluctuating, sometimes dramatically
and sometimes very subtly. Caring labourers have to learn to read the
body, to understand from the muscle set of a face the strain within, to
learn the labour discipline of caring, for bodies make time-specific
demands which cannot be scheduled to some external conception of
time. The book which falls to the ground and cannot be reached, the
incontinence which demands the practical assistance of others, make
their own demands. Caring demands empathy and affection which
honour the autonomy of the cared-for; effective support demands
complex practical and emotional labour, skills developed actively
through the carers’ lives.

Building a responsible rationality

This radical re-visioning of the concept of labour, so that emotion is
restored within work and within knowledge, has accompanied a
feminist reconstruction of rationality. A rationality of responsibility
for others becomes central in this feminist reconceptualization.!14 Nor
is this rationality limited to the understanding of the social world;
indeed it is central to my argument that a feminist epistemology
redraws lines between the social and the natural in a better, more
accurate way, for emotions are also needed in non-violent under-
standing of the natural world. As Alison Jagger,!15 in her discussion
of the epistemic potential of emotion, observes of Jane Goodall and
Barbara McClintock, the former’s work with chimpanzees demanded
an extraordinary level of empathy (an empathy which turned to
protective love when their survival was threatened by the demands of
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AIDS research), and the latter’s work as a maize geneticist required an
empathic feeling for the organism. Evelyn Fox Keller describes
McClintock’s relation to her research as one of affection, empathy and
‘the highest form of love: love that allows for intimacy without the
annihilation of difference’.!16 Jagger suggests that the claim that
emotion is vital to knowledge both challenges positivism’s construc-
tion of knowledge, with its split between feeling and knowledge, and
is part of the move to overcome the historical separation of the
faculties: of reason and emotion, thought and action, evaluation and
perception. The faculties, which have been constructed as separate
and arranged in hierarchical dualities, need bringing together in a
way which is both non-hierarchical and anti-foundationalist. All the
faculties need developing, for knowing requires them all.117

Where Bacon’s origin story for science spoke of the intimate
connection of knowledge and power, the feminist critique of science,
from Mary Shelley onward, has spoken of the danger of knowledge
without love. It is the admission of love, a recognition that the
process of care shapes the product, which opens up the prospect of a
feminist reconstruction of rationality itself as a responsible rationality
— responsible to people and to nature alike.



Feminism and the
Academy: Success
and Incorporation

Existing between a social movement and the academy
women's scholarship has a mistress and a master and guess
which one pays the wages?

Linda Gordon, ‘What’s New in Feminist History?’

A sociology of feminist knowledge?

Before entering more deeply into the debate within the feminist
critique of science, which has so richly flowered over the past decade,
as a set of rich, competing, borrowing and friendlily quarrelling ideas,
I want to consider it as a debate which has taken place within specific
historical and geographical contexts. Such a historicized relationship
to theory requires that texts and contexts are interrogated together,
not least those produced by feminism, and it resists an overly
postmodern feminism, which in its strong focus on discourse theory
and deconstructionism drives out the historical subject as surely as
did structuralism.! The price of too strong an embrace of post-
modernism by feminism is not inconsiderable, for it is only now,
when feminism has massively delegitimized the hegemonic voice of
the white bourgeois male and valorized the voices of oppressed
women in all their diversity, that postmodernism declares the ‘death
of the subject’. As Nancy Hartsock has so succinctly commented,
‘Why is it that just at the moment when so many of us who have been
silenced begin to demand the right to name ourselves, to act as
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subjects rather than objects of history, that just then the concept of
subjecthood becomes problematic?? Denise Riley’s proposition that
‘woman’ is ‘discursively constructed and always relatively to other
categories which themselves change’, though not necessarily framed
in the language of deconstructionism, is basic to any feminist
sociological and historical enquiry; if pressed to the point where
woman is ‘only” a ‘fluctuating identity’, then feminism itself (with its
root in the Latin femina, “‘woman’) comes into question, not at least as
a social movement of historically and geographically specific women
demanding radical social change.

All accounts of knowledge — even of feminist knowledge — need to
be ‘externalist’; that is, conscious of the social and especially economic
conditions of their own production.? The empirical test of ‘internal-
ism’ — the theory that knowledge proceeds by its own internal
coherence and logic — was ultimately tested to destruction by the
reduction of funding for the British research system by Margaret
Thatcher’s government.# Not only is there a passionate campaign to
‘Save British Science’, but in 1992 it was reported that no less than 20
per cent of Fellows of the Royal Society have brain drained, and that
the association of academic publishers claim that university libraries
only buy one and a half books a year per student. As surely as when
Virginia Woolf asked for £400 a year and a room of one’s own,3
feminist intellectual production requires material resources. Who
provides them and why?

Feminism and modernization

So far there has been little exploration of the differing role of the state,
the foundations and their relationship to the production of feminist
knowledge in different national contexts, and national explorations as
in the spate of books on ‘French’, ‘German’ and ‘Italian’ feminisms do
not discuss the resourcing of feminist enquiry. This is an economic
and political lacuna in a generally reflexive feminist discourse and one
that, even without the kinds of detailed empirical study which would
indicate who was putting how much into what kinds of feminist
academic production, feminism needs to bring into self-conscious
scrutiny. Otherwise we have slipped, perhaps most reprehensibly for
those of us who are engaged in feminist science studies, into an
implicit assumption that the state and/or the major foundations are
neutral, or even irrelevant, when it comes to influencing the direction
of feminist academic production. In a period when there is an
everyday acceptance that knowledge is socially produced, and a
widely known history of the role of Rockefeller in shaping biomedical
knowledge,® feminism as a body of thought needs to be aware of its
influences, if not determinants.

As Juliet Mitchell suggests in her ‘reflections on twenty years of
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feminism’,” feminism cannot afford to give up analysing material
reality, for the material has such immense determining power. I want
to argue that the dichotomous choice between either materialism or
postmodernism, which theorists such as Joan Scott and Denise Riley
propose, is not compulsory for feminism. Other feminist scholars
such as Jane Flax8 and Deborah Cameron® offer fruitful theoretical
and political openings, where they pay a nuanced attention to
discourse while locating it within the material constraints within
which it is produced. To locate texts in contexts, or science in context,
is not to explain them away, to suggest in some mechanical way that
texts can be read off from material circumstances; rather it gives
feminism the possibility of developing a sharper sense of what might
or might not be achieved within specific historical circumstances.
What I am suggesting should be sympathetic to the entirely laudable
attempt by deconstructionists to remove the claim of ‘innocence’ from
the task of building reliable knowledge. I see a continuing need for a
feminist analysis of social structures and institutions, and I want to
make a substantially political argument for methodological and
theoretical pluralism.

In recent years feminism and feminists have entered the academy,
manifestly unevenly not only between subjects but between coun-
tries; what has been striking in this entry has been the radical change
in the nature of feminist theoretical production, from being a largely
outsider knowledge to one that constantly speaks of itself as being
both outside and inside, precariously balanced between the academy
and the movement.’0 One of the problematic issues we have to
consider is the form of the feminist movement over this period of
intense social change.

This has been a quarter-century of major capitalist and patriarchal
restructuring.!! It has seen, in the old capitalist countries of the
North, the death of heavy industry, the relocation of manufacturing
employment to the South and the creation of new employment
structures based predominantly on service industries and inform-
atics. These changes have been accompanied by a language of crisis.
The challenge of 1968 was a demand for the strengthening and
democratization of civil society, which, in its critique of professional
control, helped usher in some of the means through which the right
was able to delegitimize the welfare state and establish new relations
between state and civil society. The destabilization produced by 1968
and the new social movements called almost everything about social
life and indeed our relationship to the environment into question; it
also provided the space within which the old social formation could
restructure and open a new phase of modernization in which women
would play a new part. As Beatrice Campbell observed during the
1993 Charter 88 debate on the monarchy, this restructuring was given
a ‘feminist froth’ by the twin presence of Margaret Thatcher as the
first woman prime minister and Elizabeth Windsor on the throne.
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For Britain this intervening period since the end of the long
economic boom has seen the systematic manufacture of unemploy-
ment as a means of promoting change, ensuring that the burden has
been borne overwhelmingly by working-class women and men. A
failing government has been largely unable and unwilling to create
the infrastructure to support the processes of structural change, and
has instead turned to cutting welfare as a means of limiting state
expenditure. At a personal level these structural changes have
demanded -~ and in a very contradictory way the new social
movements have themselves called into existence — new subjectivi-
ties. Women and the subjectivities of women have been at the
frontiers of these changes. In consequence, feminism’s entry into the
academy is part of and, in attempting to build feminist theory, self-
consciously reflects these processes.

An ebb tide or a change of direction?

Because many of the contributors to what Sandra Harding has called
‘the science question in feminism” invoke the feminist movement, it is
important to begin by recalling the profound changes that have taken
place in the movement itself. As the women’s liberation movement, it
began as a commanding and dramatic presence on the streets and in
daily life struggles within the home and within employment, whether
located in residual welfare capitalist states like the US, advanced
welfare states like the Nordic countries, or rather in-between ones
like the former West Germany, France, the Netherlands, Italy and
Britain. Women worked to negotiate the space between dreams of
new becomings and existing realities. But this was not only a matter
for those locked into the patriarchal societies of the West, as an
increasingly global culture — whether that of California, Calais or
Cairo — meant that feminist ideas arose and were shared, not always
in simple accord, the world over. Even now, in the shift from state
socialism to some form of the market, acute new contradictions are
accompanied by theoretical and political innovations. Fragments of a
new feminism are appearing within academic discourse, at least in
those countries which have so far managed to avoid either the violent
disintegration of the former Yugoslavia or of those parts of the former
Soviet Union2 where bloody civil war destroys the possibility of the
growth of civil society. But even in the former Yugoslavia, women’s
peace groups still manage to organize to denounce killings and the
mass rape of women by both the ‘enemy’ and their ‘own’ men.
That dramatic and optimistic period of the 1960s and 1970s, with its
consciousness-raising groups, huge street demonstrations, painful
domestic struggles and illegal abortion networks, brought into
existence a feminist culture which contained both revolutionary and
liberal reformist strands. Such was the self-confidence of the
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movement that even the ‘modest’ liberal demand for half the pie
could be understood by the socialist feminist Zillah Eisenstein as
speaking of ‘the radical future of liberal feminism’. As the increas-
ingly bleak and right-wing eighties closed in, the German marxist
feminist Frigga Haug, addressing the European Socialist Feminist
Forum, observed:

After travelling through fifteen countries I can no longer shut my eyes
to it: like water in a mountain stream the women’s movement is drying
up. It is true it has pushed its way into society’s mainstream; it has
produced changes in laws and created paid positions for a few; but
there is undeniably less of a political movement, if by this we mean a
political form.13

Yet despite Haug's cautious assessment, other feminists, while
paying homage to the ‘movement’, spoke in tones of increasing
confidence.* This confidence stems from interpreting the changes
differently, seeing feminism’s ability to take new forms and still
sustain feminist projects as a capacity to move in new directions, and
not merely as the ebb tide of a particular form of social movement.
The rage against men’s violence and beliefs that they can do what
they like to women’s bodies has spread through different layers of
women, reaching and mobilizing women whose class, race and age
location might have inhibited them at the height of the street-based
movement. In the US, the Hill-Thomas hearings spoke to the
experience of women harassed in everyday life by male colleagues at
work in the office, factory and shop, and also mobilized the elite
women on Capital Hill. My feeling is that this fundamental
subversion of patriarchal privilege has been slower to extend among
British women, particularly at the upper levels of political and
bureaucratic power structures, but that the grumbling and muttering
is continuing to spread. There begins to be a distinctively feminist
view of war; mass rape in Bosnia is increasingly understood as a war
crime of men, not just of some nationally defined and gender neutral
‘enemy’.

To speak of feminist activists and feminist theorists is not to create
an antagonism, but to acknowledge that over time, because of the
shifts in the movement’s structure and to some extent as the price of
feminism’s success in entering the academy, a division of labour has
developed between feminists. As I suggested in the previous chapter,
however, the political and theoretical initative has by no means been
entirely lost by community-based feminism.

I do not want to romanticize the late sixties and seventies, but
theorizing at that time did develop in close conjunction with, and
frequently directly out of, the collective process of the consciousness-
raising groups.'> These group discussions connected everyday
experience and social structures with electrifying energy. The
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intellectuals of the first years were, like Gramsci’s organic intellec-
tuals, seamlessly woven into the movement and largely created the
new knowledge outside and in opposition to the academic institu-
tions. Although the left distinction between reformist and revolution-
ary politics was not always shared by the new social movements, not
least because the cradle of the new culture had been outside the
dominant culture, the movement celebrated an autonomous political
form. The taken-for-granted opposition to joining the mainstream
was shown by the intense debate in the late seventies as to whether
feminist scholarship entering the academy as women’s studies would
lead to co-option and political weakness.¢ Ironically, despite radical
feminism’s greater commitment to an autonomous women'’s culture,
it was more frequently the left feminists who saw entering the
academy as offering ghettoization and containment.

The key theorists in the early days were themselves predominantly
young, or academically marginal, or both.” Like other outsider
groups, the movement had to create both its own oppositional culture
and its own cultural capital, which it did through a proliferation of
journals and pamphlets. Much was self-produced, for second-wave
feminism coincided with technological advances in printing, so that
photo-litho offset printing put magazine production literally into the
hands of women, the other ‘fragments’ of the new left and the black
community, who through their struggles were building new commu-
nities and new cultures of resistance.18 But for feminism in particular
there was also a fast-developing relationship with the publishing
industry and the market. Feminist books, journals and magazines
were soon appreciated as highly marketable, as an immense new
readership came into social visibility. Even in the depths of the
nineties’ recession, feminist lists have remained strong,® so that the
market remains a complex ally in the task of disseminating the new
ideas.20 But whether through self- or commercial publication, the
movement fundamentally spoke and continues to speak primarily to
‘itself’; that is, to those women who in some way have been reached
by the new ideas and want to continue exploring them. The out-
pouring of feminist and feminist-influenced literature, from advice
handbooks, and business management to poetry, is at a historically
unparalleled level, influencing, changing, becoming a different culture.

In the sixties, a patriarchal higher educational system was
indifferent to or contemptuous of any attempt to bring the social
relations between men and women to visibility through the develop-
ment of concepts such as ‘sex roles’, ‘the sex—gender system’,
‘patriarchy’ or ‘gender relations’. Even now its accommodations are
uneven, and the success of the pressure for women’s studies in
Britain owes not a little to the changed financial setting of higher
education, imposed by a highly ideological right-wing government,
in which universities are penalized for failing to recruit sufficient
student numbers. In this new climate the ability of women’s studies
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courses to attract students makes university administrators relatively
friendly towards the new area, and the science and engineering
departments hope that a new-found conversion to equal opportuni-
ties will fill their far from overflowing teaching laboratories. Accept-
ing feminists as scholars has been more grudging and although the
expansion has seen many more women academics in absolute terms,
which gives an illusion of gain, the statistics point to a not very
diffferent proportion being clustered around the lower grades of
permanent appointments and to women being over-represented
among the casualized sector.2!

Feminist struggle at the turn of the century took, after the vote, the
issue of access to education and science as one of its central
objectives, and for the usual complex reasons both struggles were
successful. Second-wave feminism took place in the context of more
or less continuous expansion of higher education, so that increasing
the numerical presence of women was only part of a new objective of
changing the knowledge system itself. The expansion did, however,
provide the conditions in which feminist intellectuals, as an increas-
ingly large and visible group, have been able to move from a weak
position largely outside the publicly financed production and
transmission system of knowledge to one where, in certain areas of
knowledge (mostly the humanities and the social sciences), they are a
visible and influential presence. Natural sciences and engineering
have, particularly in Britain, remained relatively unscathed, though
there are increasing signs that the feminist critique of science as
gendered begins to enter the discussions of women scientists.

Something of the social processes of this advance can be seen by
way of making an analogy with Bourdieu’s study of Homo Academicus
(Gallicus), where he demonstrates that most of the most influential
theorists of both structuralism and poststructuralism had rather weak
positions, if any at all, within the French academy, and achieved their
fame precisely through refusing the rules of the academic game and
playing for cultural power as outsiders.?2 Participation in key
journals, and contributing regularly to cultural debate through
journalistic activities, were crucial in this alternative trajectory.

But the analogy is limited. There are major differences, and his title
flags a not unusual clue. For while Bourdieu analyses the different
strategies open to French intellectuals (and includes women),?? he is,
in a fundamental way, concerned with the intellectual and academic
world of men. Even where women do achieve a place in the
‘intellectual hit parade’ they are treated by Bourdieu as if they were
the same as - that is, identical with — men. Thus, although Simone de
Beauvoir is high in the ‘hit parade’, Bourdieu does not reflect that
where feminist intellectuals (superstars and all) have achieved their
recognition within a patriarchal reward system they also have to be
understood as part of the historical project of feminism, as the
legitimacy of feminist intellectuals is crucially bound up with a
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specific social movement. Further, Bourdieu’s elite are all drawn from
what we may loosely call the humanities; he cannot see natural
science as culture nor scientists as producers of culture. The power of
science to transform culture, economy and society is erased. It is as if
the impersonal voice with which science speaks described a culture of
no culture, created by no one. The circle of invisibility is complete and
the sociologist of cultural reproduction cannot break through.

Theoretical currents and national contexts

Second-wave feminism’s cultural power base within the academy was
primarily built up around women'’s studies.?> Theoretical production
during the eighties and into the nineties has become very much tied
up with this development, and thus has been significantly shaped by
the structure and policies of national higher education and research
systems, and their potentiality for change of both organizational
forms and also the substantive content of knowledge. While
feminism has long discussed the different mix of theoretical currents
in particular national contexts, there has been much less said about
the differences and similarities between the research policy responses
of different nation states to the demands of feminism. Here I want to
look particularly at the situation in Britain, which I know best, in the
US, because it is the world’s richest research system, and in
Scandinavia,?6 where I have spent a considerable amount of time in
recent years. As I will show, these three symbolize very different
ways in which the shifts in the modernization project of the last
quarter-century have related to the demands of feminism.

Britain

It has become almost a part of of feminism’s conventional self-
accounting that in the US, liberal feminism has been a powerful
current, and that of the revolutionary currents there, radical feminism
has been the more influential and socialist and marxist feminism
rather weaker. By contrast, the account continues, in Western
Europe, liberal feminism has been relatively weak and the strongest
theoretical current has been that of socialist feminism, with radical
feminism preferred by activists. Yet within Britain the term ‘socialist
feminism’ has long concealed as much as it reveals, particularly
during the early eighties when there was a tremendous radical and
popular revival at the constituency level of the Labour Party, in which
the word ‘socialist’ was given new strength. This upsurge encouraged
the Labour-controlled Greater London Council to experiment with a
new women’s committee which drew in, and celebrated, an immense
diversity of women. It was as if the GLC, symbolically facing across
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the Thames to Westminster, was attempting to build a rainbow
alliance as a practical and popular alternative to Thatcherism. This
exhilarating period, which was repeated and extended elsewhere
within the socialist cities, for a while changed the trajectory of
Labourism. Pre-existing categories of left, socialist, marxist and
labour were for a few creative years put to one side. It took the
ruthless crushing of the miners’ strike, followed by the systematic
destruction of the GLC and that entire level of local government, to
signal that the Conservatives would brook no opposition.

In the I990s socialist feminism has shared in the difficulty currently
experienced by socialism. Even though the theoretical and political
departure point of the New Left was its hostility to contemporary
forms of communist society, or what was called with irony ‘actually
existing socialism’, 1989 has unquestionably had a negative impact.
So far as the British Labour Party goes, the word ‘socialism’ itself
(along with the associated category of the working class) was almost
unused during the 1992 election. This shift against socialism is not
simply about the manoeuvrings of party politicians to secure power
on any terms, though it did not help foster an alternative social
vision. Did 20,000 women surround Greenham merely so that in the
run-up to the 1992 election Labour’s defence spokesman could claim
that a policy of three Tridents against the Conservatives’ four was a
sufficient reason for voting Labour?

Even those who theorized the role of the new social movements in
social change underwent a not so subtle shift which effectively wrote
class out of the analysis, so that where the seventies spoke of possible
alliances between the old social movements and the new, by the
eighties the language was only of alliances between the new social
movements. The future was to be consciously constructed without
reference to class-based movements.?”

These political changes have had their reflections within feminism,
as numbers of theoretically oriented feminists have shifted toward
broadly poststructuralist positions, paying attention to subtleties of
difference yet somehow not naming class as a major source of
difference even at a time when class gaps have sharpened — not least
in terms of who lives and who dies. For that reason social welfare
feminism, much as it has been throughout the century, is still located
between the materialists and the liberal reformist tradition. The
continuities between early twentieth-century Fabian feminism and
many of today’s social welfare feminists is noticeable. The latter
participate effectively in the technical discourse of state policy
makers, but rarely take part directly in the social movements of
welfare-dependent women.2® Within such technicized discourse the
non-relational concepts of ‘women’ and ‘poverty’ stand in for the
relational concepts of ‘gender’ and ‘class’.

The sense that feminist research is supported by any research
policy objectives is quite difficult to feel in the context of Britain,
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where for fifteen years a highly ideological and philistine right-wing
government, with increasingly dirigiste policies, has given rise to a
feeling of the need for unremitting struggle to protect what we have,
let alone make advances. It is a struggle (against, occasionally with
and sometimes going around the existing structures) to secure
enough teaching posts, materials, books, grants for students and
recognition for courses, let alone to find time to secure research
monies and get research done. Because women in higher education
are often located within professional training such as teaching, social
welfare and nursing courses, they have been particularly exposed to
the increasing limitation of intellectual space resulting from the
professional and bureaucratic definition of education and research.

Major changes in the funding of higher education during the 1990s
are likely to have still further negative impact on feminist research,
for these reforms have ended the dual system of funding whereby the
universities, in recognition of some residual commitment to free
enquiry in half the binary system, were allocated baseline resources
for research as well as teaching. Research funds will now become
increasingly competitively awarded, giving the state increased
control over research monies. While ending the binary divide
removes one class — and race and gender - division in higher
education, in the future the bulk of research funding is likely to be
allocated to what will be the research universities. Feminists are
under-represented in the elite institutions and feminist research with
its craft system of research production is unlikely to be among the big
money getters; so unless the emergent research universities feel, for
whatever reason, that they must take women’s studies seriously,
feminist research is more likely to he hindered than helped by the
latest round of reform.

Far from the new dirigism of the British higher education system
contesting the androcentricity or the uniculturalism of course
content,?? traditional disciplines remain firmly in the ascendant. Even
while the research councils affirm the desirability of interdisciplinar-
ity, the Research Assessment Exercise — the mechanism through
which university departments are assessed and allocated research
monies — remains firmly located within the old boundaries. Interdis-
ciplinary fields like women’s studies research are thus located out-
side the structures and funding mechanisms of research policy.30
This peculiar resistance within British higher education is a function
of two contradictory strands within contemporary Conservatism:
on the one hand a liberal desire to free the market, which might
acknowledge women as individuals, and on the other a conservative
desire to restore the family, which certainly will not. While
Conservative politicians in a range of activities from using prostitutes’
services to having extramarital affairs, and the royal family in its
proliferation of single-parent families, display the impossibility of
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maintaining even a charade of the bourgeois family form, this tension
at the heart of the British New Right means the equality aspect of late
twentieth-century modernization is very weakly supported.3!

While such an ideological confusion is endemic elsewhere, for
instance in the US during the Reagan/Bush administrations, the much
less centralized nature of the US political and indeed research
systems has produced an inconsistent set of policies which have been
simultaneously for women'’s studies research and against women —
especially working-class and welfare-dependent women.32 By
contrast in Britain, increasing centralization during the Thatcher
years produced a more consistently woman-unfriendly politics and
research policy.

In this situation the establishment of the UK National Women's
Studies Network has been achieved entirely by self-activity — with no
governmental or foundation grants, and no institutional benefactors
to ease its path. There has been no research policy of establishing
centres for research on women, or their equivalent; those that have
developed have been constructed bottom-up using soft money,
typically with a strong policy profile to secure what resources are
available.33 The duration of their existence has been determined by
the scale of their grants. Inevitably many feminists are active in
consultancy work, training managers and generally working for
survival. Developing a long-term critical research programme is an
almost unaffordable luxury.

For good reason British feminism, whether inside or outside the
academy, sees itself as largely oppositional. The state is for the most
part seen as both hostile and hard. There is a sense of consistency in
the attacks on women’s daily lives through the cuts in welfare service
provisions, the erosion of employment rights, and the stronger but
still precarious place of women’s studies in the academy. The market,
in that there are numbers of feminists who want to take women'’s
studies courses and who continue to buy feminist books, has been a
better ally.

Even the most modest suggestion of a research initiative in gender
studies — seen by its proposers as safer (more academic) than the
dangerously oppositional women's studies — was firmly rejected by
the Economic and Social Research Council in 1992. The almost two
decades of support given to women's studies research by most of the
Scandinavian countries as part of their overall equality project finds
no equivalent in the UK, except through the underfunded and
politically nearly toothless Equal Opportunities Commission.3¢ By
contrast the strongest feminist research developments have been
made within the state-defined policy fields of employment, health
and welfare services. The achievement of academic feminism has
been to enter this policy-defined terrain, turn the research pro-
gramme to feminist-defined objectives and secure the resources. Even
this gain has had to be made against research councils and their
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committees, on which women are under-represented, and which
work without a clear commitment to secure equality objectives in the
organization and content of research. Such research structures and
practices indicate that the research councils believe that deciding
about research is gender-, race- and class-neutral — except in so far as
the Conservative government has increased the representation of
industrialists.35> To date, no major British foundation has a policy of
support for research in women’s studies, although there are signs
that the patient pressuring of feminists inside and outside the
foundation bureaucracies is making at least a number of them
friendlier to proposals from feminist researchers. By and large, British
foundations have interpreted their role as one of collaborating with
the research councils, and their substantially overlapping committee
membership means that few strike out radically distinct research
programmes.36

Some of the professional societies, notably the British Sociological
Association, have, however, offered their cultural capital to foster the
new feminist enquiry. The first major initiative came in 1974 when the
annual BSA conference was devoted to Sexual Divisions in Society,
and several hundred women from many disciplines celebrated the
possibility of their liberation from the canons.3” Today, in the 1990s,
women’s committees and groups proliferate within many disciplines,
supportive to women currently active, rewriting the history of
women in their disciplines into the teaching of their students, and in
some cases reconceptualizing the knowledges themselves.

The United States

By contrast with the British, proceeding largely through self-help, in
the US Ford established a national fellowship programme in 1972 and
two years later supported the establishment of Centers of Research
on Women at two elite institutions: Stanford on the West Coast and
Wellesley on the East. As the former is a leading research university
and the latter a training place for the social elite, the move made sure
that both elite systems were significantly entered. In 1974 the
Carnegie Foundation had also sought to lay the foundations by
supporting a nation-wide conference on the under-representation
of women in higher education. Major foundations, including
Rockefeller and Mellon, have continued systematically to support
academic feminism, playing an influential part in the direction,
organization and content of women’s studies research. By the late
eighties there were some forty campus-based research centres and a
further thirty independent centres focusing on public policy, the arts
etc. The activities of these were linked by the National Council for
Research on Women, in which the Ford Foundation again played a
significant role.38
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Almost certainly the strong current of liberal feminism within the
US movement contains part of the explanation, for many such
women placed in positions of high office within the foundations and
governmental agencies are deeply committed to feminism in a way
that is rather rare in Europe. The enthusiasm expressed by a number
of liberal feminists in the US at the election of Thatcher in 1979 was
expressive of these different political and cultural traditions. As high-
achieving women they identified with her success, and assumed that
she like them would be committed to extending the influence of
women. They were rapidly disabused of this by the British prime
minister herself. But for US elite women that theme of inside and
outside, echoed strongly in the US literature, has ensured that key
highly placed women have been of importance in pushing resources
towards women’s studies.

At the same time as developing women'’s studies research, Ford
and other foundations like Mellon were supporting ‘curriculum
integration’, by which was meant reforming the content of the
mainstream disciplines.3® What is particular to the US situation is the
strong push given by the foundations and government agencies
towards changing the knowledge system and its work force at the
apex of the research system, However, this account should not be
read as suggesting that women’s studies courses or indeed women’s
studies research as a whole have been adequately funded or
recognized. There that familiar story once more appears, of women’s
studies being developed through the commitment of feminists on the
staff of regular departments, particularly in the state university
system, where women are generally better represented. Here, other
than in the top institutions such as Berkeley or Minnesota, there are
higher teaching loads and little research support. Where additional
assistance is needed it comes less from new tenure track positions
than from part-time and temporary teaching posts. But as part of a
movement conscious of the history of the ghettoization of women in
home economics, where new teaching appointments are secured,
staff are typically attached both to a conventional department and to
the women’s studies programme.

Some crucial threshold has been crossed in the US feminist
research effort, so that it becomes difficult to think of a research area
where there is not considerable impact. Nowhere is this more true
than in the attention paid by women’s studies to the natural sciences.
Research on science, like research in science by women, is very much
a minority activity, even in the US, but there has been financial
support for studies of women in science, for theory-driven research
on the content of science, and for governmental research agencies to
redirect biomedical research to take account both of women’s
different health problems and of their historic erasure within
biomedical research on the ‘human’ (in actuality the male) body.40
This redirection of research has been largely secured by the pressure
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generated by the women’s health movement and public feminism,
and was powerfully fostered by Bernadine Healy during her period of
office under the Bush administration as Director of the National
Institutes of Health (NIH). The related pressure to establish a nation-
wide health care system has been less fruitful, and feminism is one of
the several groups currently looking to Hillary Clinton to achieve this.

Because feminist knowledge production is small-scale craft produc-
tion, time, particularly in the overcrowded lives of women, is a key
element. Time, which perhaps was simply generated out of the
abundance of the collective energy of the seventies and the fewer
responsibilities of that younger age group at the movement’s centre,
has now to be either found after the double day or funded
institutionally. While women’s studies as degree programmes rose
initially in the state universities, the foundations chose to direct their
financial support for research primarily to the private universities and
the top researching public universities. These, like the elite univer-
sities in the UK, were reluctant to admit women’s studies courses,
and the foundations substantially bought a space for women'’s studies
research. An alliance of femocrats (to use the Australian term for
feminists working in government) and academic feminists has
leveraged access to a relatively small part of the immense wealth of
the US research system. It is this toe-hold on wealth which has
substantially been responsible for the strength of US academic
feminist research — not least in the feminist studies of science.

This wealth of foundation support is very clear in the key
theoretical texts in the feminist critique of science. If I look at the
acknowledgements in the books and papers by my desk, I find Evelyn
Fox Keller*! thanking the Exxon Foundation and a Mina Shaughnessy
Award for providing time to work on her biography of McClintock;
Sandra Harding thanking the National Foundation for the Human-
ities, the National Science Foundation, a Mina Shaughnessy award,
and a Mellon Foundation award to work on The Science Question in
Feminism; Donna Haraway thanking the Alpha Fund of the Institute
for Advanced Study at Princeton, and the Wenner Gren Foundation
for Anthropology; Helen Longino thanking the National Science
Foundation for two grants and the Mellon Foundation for a third.
These theorists, even where they have to piece together small grants,
have been able to secure that commodity that exists only in the lives
of a minority of women: time to think.

But even in the US this precious commodity has mainly been
allocated to the scholarship of white feminists. For the scholarship of
black feminists there has been a bleaker story. bell hooks writes of
working part-time to keep herself while writing her path-breaking
Ain’t I a Woman?, and of the conflict of her feelings when the white
feminist historian Gerda Lerner was funded to do research on black
women'’s history, whereas black women like herself could not get
research support. However, the criticism has been to some extent
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heard and there are now increased - if not adequate — funding
sources for minority scholars. Meanwhile the situation in the UK is
typified by Lynda Birke’s acknowledgements in Women, Feminism and
Biology to her membership of the Brighton Women and Science
Group, the support of women’s studies colleagues and individual
friends. Wendy Hollway’s Subjectivity and Method in Psychology thanks
friends; at best, Janet Sayers’s Biological Politics thanks her university
for a year’s study leave.®2 My own time debts are primarily to the
Swedish Collegium for the Advanced Study of the Social Sciences and
to the University of Minnesota for a visiting professorship. In the UK,
very few women, white or black, get funded by UK sources for
science theory, however well they wrap it up within other concerns.

This grant-supported knowledge-production system in the US
particularly describes those who have moved into the theoretical
aspect of the feminist studies of science. By contrast the feminist
biologists who critically fought sociobiology have had to take time out
of their laboratories, in some cases using their tenured status to leave
them more or less permanently, in order to write. Neither Ruth
Hubbard, Marian Lowe nor Ethel Tobach acknowledges foundation
support, although Ruth Bleier acknowledges time and a development
grant for one modest semester to begin her Science and Gender.

While unquestionably this support has been given in part due to
the pressure from an immensely well-organized, diverse and power-
ful US women’s movement, feminism has not explored the motiva-
tion of either these big foundations or the state. My hunch is that this
responsiveness on the part of the state and the foundations to the
demands of academic feminism can best be understood both as an
expression of the confidence of what is still the richest and most
powerful liberal democracy in the world, and as part of an immense
project of modernization, to maintain that pre-eminence over the last
decades of the twentieth century.

Possibly too, emphasizing middle-class, highly educated women as
a modernizing project has been politically convenient, and has served
to turn public attention from other areas of evident political domestic
failure, not least the failure to find a solution for the growing
homelessness and poverty within the cities.4> Ideologically and
culturally this modernization project has secured substantial gains,
but within the liberal democratic structure of the US, so that by the
beginning of the nineties what had been unthinkable in the seventies
seems entirely possible. Modernization has also been accompanied
by a ‘new class war’, initiated by Reagan and extended by Bush,
which has had immense and very negative effects on the lives of both
black and white working-class women. This negativity has generated
such adverse criticism that in the run-up to the 1992 elections even
Bush had to announce a programme to tackle the infant mortality
figures of the cities — the worst in the industrial world. Politically,
focusing on the issues of middle-class and predominantly white
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women, however just in itself, has served to distract from the injuries
of class and race borne by other women.

Scandinavia

Over a broadly parallel period the Nordic countries have, as ‘friendly
states’ (not a conception of the state shared by other Europeans or
North Americans), seen women’s studies research as part of a general
‘equality” project, which, although located within welfare corporate
capitalism, bears some comparisons with the US. The radical
difference, however, is that because the project is framed within a
social democratic perspective, issues of class have consistently been
addressed.44 The civil research programmes in the Nordic countries
are generous compared with that of Britain; indeed the UK and the
Swedish social science budgets are similar in size even though they
serve very differently sized populations. Unlike Britain and the US,
the Nordic countries do not spend approximately half their public
research budget on military research, so it is possible for them to
pursue social objectives through earmarking research money for what
is typically spoken of as ‘equality research’. However, even the
Nordic research system has come under pressure as the recession
bites first Denmark, then Sweden, then the hitherto buoyant Finnish
economy, for a while leaving only oil-rich Norway looking reasonably
comfortable.

To overcome the problem of a knowledge-production system
controlled by the professoriat (almost entirely the preserve of men)
and the history of the older and more powerful universities as often
bastions of conservatism,*> the Scandinavian governments, with the
energetic support of women parliamentarians, have initiated a series
of women'’s studies centres to introduce both teaching and research.
Something of the way that this new speciality is understood is
contained in the androcentric science policy literature, which indi-
cates that ‘women’s oppression’ is to be regarded as ‘a social problem
along with alcohol and drug abuse, research on working conditions,
the mass media etc. — that is one for which government and the local
authorities deem it important to put in special efforts’.4¢ Thus for the
Scandinavian countries, with Sweden as the archetype, equality
research has been integral to sectoral policy in which the state
unequivocally determined the objectives. Women in this construction
have to be understood as a ‘sector’. On a number of occasions during
the eighties, women parliamentarians headed off attacks on the
women's studies research budget. For example, in Sweden ‘equality
research’ found effective political support against the budget-cutting
intentions of the financial department. Pressure from the women’s
research centres led the Swedish Parliament in 1990 to ask the
research council for a research programne on ‘female approaches to
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science and technology’. In 1993, even with a change of government,
there is hope that the resulting programme, which includes teaching
and research posts and an earmarked research budget, will secure the
necessary parliamentary support. As the rightist move of the nineties
continues, this hitherto successful stance has become a little more
uncertain; earmarked funding has been removed in Denmark but the
anxieties that this might spread throughout the Nordic research
system have so far not been realized.

It is not by chance that in the highly corporate welfare capitalism of
the social democracies, as against the liberal democracy of the US,
there has been a double focus on women in both reproduction and
production. Informing the research strategy is a state commitment to
a restructuring of gender and gender relations within both these
locations of work. While unquestionably these societies are public
patriarchies and a long way from the dreams of feminism, they are
also the most civilized public patriarchies in the world. Nordic
feminism, as I pointed out in the previous chapter, has a nice
appreciation of this duality, but this has not inhibited self-criticism of
the excessive orientation towards policy, which has led to an
underdevelopment of feminist theory-driven work.4?

In the field of the feminist studies of science and technology this
preoccupation with societal management has meant that while there
is extensive research on technology, especially workplace-related
technology, there has been rather little on sciences.#® The link
between science and technology, above all as the new technosciences
that a number of feminists want to foreground, is cut away by this
tight boundary. Instead policy-oriented research and the emphasis on
soft money and contract research has not only led to the theoretical
development perhaps being less than its potential; it has also made it
easier for the higher education system to keep feminist scholarship at
a distance. Recently science policy analysts have drawn attention to
the weaknesses of the sectoral system, and mainstream researchers
have striven to distance themselves from the production of sectorally
driven knowledge — where women'’s studies is structurally located.
Mainstream social sciences and humanities have become increasingly
theory-driven, with abstraction, itself associated with a particular
construction of scientific masculinity, commanding higher status than
applied research. Feminists with a record of productive but policy-led
research find that their cultural capital is devalued when it comes to
competing for academic posts.

Scientific and technological Europe

Despite the differing trajectories of research in the Scandinavian
countries and the UK, over the past decade they have been
increasingly embraced within the wider grouping which is becoming
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known as Scientific and Technological Europe, encompassing both
the countries of the European Community — now the European Union
(EU) — and those in the process of joining it. The EU has rapidly become
a substantive player on the research scene, with an expanding budget
(allocated by national governments) for distribution via Brussels, and
with a clear sense of goals. Thus it was the European modernization
project, given clout by EU directives which, for example, pushed
British research towards gendered labour market studies, presently
renewed especially for science and technology as governments
contemplate the shortfall of young people into the labour market, and
so once more look to women as a hidden reserve.

This so-called Scientific and Technological Europe is unblushingly
unidimensional in its macho objective of technoeconomism, which
seeks to harness research to ‘catching up’ with Japan and the US.
Despite the environmental concerns implied by arguments concern-
ing the limits to growth and the need to define social objectives for
science, or even signing up at Rio, ‘catching up’ is constructed almost
entirely in terms of technological innovation and the will-o’-the-wisp
of economic growth. This drive has been apparent from the earliest
days; behind the glitz of acronym research projects (EURATOM,
EUREKA, BRITE, FAST) lies a programme of meshing science more
and more closely to the innovative needs of European capital.

The needs of the European peoples in all their diversity (even the
needs of those regarded as citizens within Fortress Europe, let alone
those of the excluded)?® were not seen as part of the research or policy
problematic. Instead the European modernization project has sought
to secure flexibility of the labour force as crucial to facilitating
capitalist development. This has had two components; the first,
harmonizing training and skills across the European countries, and
the second, overcoming what are spoken of as ‘traditional’>°
rigidities, which include gender segregation, within the labour
market. Overcoming some of the national rigidities within the
production of knowledge has been supported at the educational and
training level by both ERASMUS (for students) and the Human
Capital and Mobility Programme for post-doctoral training.

Little energy, at least until now, has been directed towards the
rigidities associated with gender and ‘race’ in the employment of
scientists and technologists. Overcoming gender divisions has been
seen only in terms of socialization and training. Thus considerable
amounts of money have gone from the Social Fund into training
women in non-traditional occupations while the objectives of the
research system and indeed its labour force composition remain
unscrutinized. By contrast the Norwegian feminist Harriet Holter5!
and her colleagues have recently called for ‘half the kingdom of
research’. This modest demand for equality, which has all the
subversive and infectious feel of early second-wave feminism’s fair
and impossible demands, is a useful starting point for what might be
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feminism’s reconstruction of the political and research objectives of
Scientific and Technological Europe.

Success and incorporation

Thus, whether scraping in by its fingernails or relatively graciously
welcomed, over the past decade the making of feminist knowledge
has secured an academic address in most of the old patriarchal and
capitalist countries. As I have tried to indicate, this represents both
success and incorporation: success because it has sustained a
multistranded critique of androcentric knowledge; incorporation for
two reasons. Firstly, the critical knowledges of feminism have
facilitated the modernization project of capitalist patriarchy. The US,
with its liberal democratic tradition and its immense wealth, has
found it easier to accommodate the entry of women and women'’s
research interests not merely in the lower ranks of academia but even
in the tiny elite of research decision makers. The social democratic
Nordic states have been formally responsive to the demands for
greater gender justice even whilst the academic system has shown an
extraordinary resistance to the entry of women to senior university
positions (it is easier for women to become members of Scandinavian
parliaments and even governments than to become professors). The
destruction of many democratic and civil rights in the UK over the
1980s, along with the profound weakening of the research system
under four successive Conservative administrations, has instead
fostered self-help, leaving only technoeconomic, policy-oriented
research relatively well supported — a trend strengthened by the
directive influence of EU funding.

But secondly and perhaps more importantly, in entering the
academy, feminism and feminists have themselves not remained
uninfluenced. Professionalism, as Nancy Cott?? observed for an
earlier generation of feminists, generates its own discourses, its
own research problematics, which serve to separate the feminist
academicians from the movement which fostered them. Outsider
knowledge adapts to insider knowledge; the prerequisite for partici-
pation in the feminist debates becomes an exhaustive knowledge of
androcentric theorization, so that gradually the strong relationship
with the social movement, which meantime has so profoundly
changed its form, becomes increasingly attenuated. The theoretical
difficulty, even the embarrassment, of early gynocentric discourse
yields to a highly professional discourse in which all the subtleties of
difference are acknowledged, where subjectivity is explored with
sophistication, but where the raw interests of ‘actually existing
women’ are with difficulty constructed so as to demand political
attention. Instead a subtle linguistic battle is engaged today, a battle
between scholars, where every nuance of the wordplay is to be
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admired, but where almost everyone other than the scholar/word-
person is reduced to audience. Such a move from ‘outsider’ to
something akin to ‘insider’ knowledge has privileged the voices of
feminist academics over and above the voices from grass-roots
feminism. It may be that this process is part of a developing technical
division of labour between feminists rather than a social division
involving hierarchical relations. I do not want to argue that the
brilliant academic feminists whose work can give intense aesthetic
pleasure should somehow subdue their brilliance and stop producing
demanding texts, challenging pictures and all the rest, and waste
time bewailing their class and probably ‘race’ privileges; but much as
we welcome the work of feminist teachers, poets, doctors and
scientists, it is worth remembering how many more women whose
lives are presently impoverished could also be creative and demon-
strate their brilliance in a less flawed society.

Others share these concerns. The French feminist philosopher
Michelle le Doeuff in a witty, provocative letter to her British
counterparts speaks against what she sees as a tendency towards
academicism developing within women’s studies, in which rules are
established about who is and who is not an ‘acceptable author’.
Instead she advocates ‘being a Renaissance person hating enclosures
and restrictions in reading and loathing anything that could be the
authoritarian limits of any School’.53 She goes on to denounce
unequivocally that ‘main feature of academicism which is to turn
one’s attention away from the situation of the oppressed and the vile
results of social conflicts’. For le Doeuff it is precisely the socially
based agonies of women which make it important to have women
philosophers, and I would want to add lawyers, scientists and all the
rest. Despite such concerns le Doeuff herself, like so many academic
feminists the world over, gives off an immense vitality and political
commitment which every day resists any drift to academicism and
any abandonment of women’s socially based agonies.

While my next chapter turns to recent debates within the feminist
theory of science, I want to draw attention to the double frame which
surrounds us. The feminist science theorists are marked by a strong
political commitment, first to feminism — to those socially based
agonies of women - and second to a political sensibility which
acknowledges that those that pay the piper have an influence even if
they do not unilaterally call the tune.



Listening to Each
Other: Feminist
Voices in the Theory

of Scientific
Knowledge

What becomes very clear, however, is that feminists have now
entered the debates on the nature and power of scientific
knowledge with authority: we do have something to say. The
only remaining problem is what, and here we are speaking in
many voices.

Donna Haraway, ‘In the Beginning was the Word’

Embodied politics: embodied knowledge

Earlier I suggested that the feminist critique of science only got under
way during the second part of the seventies. Then the invisible
college of feminists working in and on science was relatively small,
and while the movement, not least because of the attack from the
biological determinists, was in principle supportive of these efforts,
feminism was slow to become interested in science.

The one area of scientific knowledge that second-wave feminism
has been passionately interested in was what science spoke of as the
biology of human reproduction. Women had been made to feel
simultaneously that their bodies were somehow shameful and also
that they had been kept in a state of childish ignorance and
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dependence. But understanding our bodies was not equated in any
one-to-one way with the biology of human reproduction, and the
agenda of what was to become the women’s self-help health
movement was always as concerned with the lived experience of the
body as with biomedical science.! In consequence these early groups
talked about how women’s bodies looked, how they smelt and felt,
and tried to link this shared, subjective experience with the abstract
(and not infrequently blatantly sexist) accounts in the medical
textbooks.

Although the feminist projects of understanding both technology
and biomedical science were accompanied by a mass of leaflets and
self-help groups, there was a clear and taken-for-granted difference
between knowing about how a car worked and how one’s own body
works. While learning to change a washer or mend a fuse was easier
with friendly support, the dimension of personal experience was not
seen as absolutely intrinsic to understanding. Nor did looking at the
inside of a tap involve quite the same breaking of a taboo as that
required by self-inspection using a speculum ‘Down There’ (to cite
one wonderful pamphlet title of the period). Body politics were a
primary and passionate concern of the women’s movement from its
earliest days: winning back the control and knowledge of our own
bodies was a political objective. “With my speculum I am free’ was a
cheerful and mobilizing slogan of the period.

The group, for example, which produced Our Bodies Ourselves in
the early seventies had originally come together as the result of a
women’s meeting in Boston in 1969 on Women and their Bodies.
After an initial photocopy version, the first edition was published in
1971 as Our Bodies Ourselves went on to become a worldwide best
seller. Published in no fewer than fourteen languages, including
Braille, by 1992 it had sold 3.5 million copies. An icon of the women'’s
health movement, it was also a primer of a liberatory knowledge for
women, and as such stands for the myriads of similar texts which
were, and continue to be, produced, as women bring together a
critical reading of biomedical science with the complexity of living in a
female body within a patriarchal, racist and profit-driven society.

The point I want to make is that in this success story of millions of
women sharing and developing a new and emancipatory under-
standing of their own bodies, the word ‘science’ as such more or less
disappears, carrying no special weight within the developing feminist
discourse.2 Often the idea of ‘hard facts’ or ‘reliable information’
needed for managing everyday life represented what those trained as
scientists spoke of as ‘science’.? The word itself, ‘science’, seemed an
irrelevant or even alien name for this new, transformative knowledge
which had brought together a shared subjectivity and a critical
reading of old objectivity. It was only later that a number of feminists
began to interpret this fusion as the new feminist science in the
making,* offering a better, more truthful, account.>
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Claiming the science debate

In this situation of an innovatory knowledge without a name, it was
all the more important that Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and
Society and its editor Catherine Simpson used the journal’s prestige to
put ‘science’ onto the general feminist agenda as a matter of both
politics and also scholarship. This was the move that confirmed what
feminists in the invisible college were already convinced of; science
was far too important to be left to masculinism. Then and now within
the natural sciences the field to be contested was biology, for it was
biological science which claimed to reveal women'’s destiny, and new
biomedical technologies which — for her own good® — saw women'’s
bodily functioning as both distressingly ‘natural’ and undercapital-
ized. A feminist reading of the modern biological revolution could
echo the chapter in Capital on the nineteenth-century story of the
machine entering industry, and see the drama of the late twentieth
century of fast changing biomedical technologies entering the
physiological life cycle of both sexes, but above all the bodies of
women. The rate of technological change over the period of second-
wave feminism has been intense; ultrasound screening, IVF, egg
donation, gene probes and genetic manipulation are the stuff not of
science fiction but of everyday reality for many women in the
advanced industrial societies. Overcoming gynaecological mystique
with self-examination was a fine slogan and activity for the early
seventies, but by the eighties there were few easy slogans.”

The Signs papers, published in 1978, were for a number of years
probably the single best guide to the range and direction of US
feminist work on science.® They were divided between those which
examined the social organization of science and those which were
concerned with the content of scientific knowledge. Thus, while the
former discussed the gender structure of science and what forces
controlled women’s access to particular fields within science, the
latter explored the masculinism of scientific knowledge, and reviewed
past and presented new feminist attempts to oppose it.” Many of the
authors who contributed to that early attempt to set the theoretical
and research agenda continued to play a central part within the
debates of the eighties.

While poststructuralism/postmodernism as an influential current
emanated from within France, the eighties’ debate between post-
modernism and standpoint theory or realism within the feminist
critique of science was most clearly articulated in the US. Because
many took part in these debates, I am faced with all the intellectual
and personal discomforts of selection, so my hope must be that the
texts I discuss below demonstrate the changing emphases, the
sharpest moments of conflict, whilst now, in the 1990s, offering a
substantial measure of agreement. Both postmodernism and realism,
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in the sense that I am using the terms here, stand in for a set of
theoretical currents, so that postmodernism includes poststructura-
lism, social constructionism and deconstructionism, while realism, by
which more precisely I mean critical realism,!0 includes standpoint
theory and some, but by no means all, of what has been called
feminist empiricism.1?

Reclaiming reality

The publication of Discovering Reality in 1983 signalled that feminist
theorists had now moved confidently into the discussion of the
‘epistemology, metaphysics, methodology and philosophy of science’
and that feminist claims to provide a better, more truthful account of
reality had now been issued. Sandra Harding and Merrill Hintikka, as
philosophers and editors, drew on their familiarity with the technical
language of the history and philosophy of science to enable feminism
both to appropriate and make over powerful tools hitherto marked
for the discourse of mastery, and also to set out the grounds on which
feminism’s own knowledge stood.12 They asked themselves and their
potential contributors the fundamental question: whether there were
distinctively masculinist perspectives in the prevailing theories of
knowledge and in the metaphysics that supported them.

The book'’s title flags the terms of the debate which was to occupy
the rest of the eighties.!3 It both echoes the ‘land ho’ quality of the
sciences’ claims to ‘discover’ knowledge, and also stakes feminist
political perspectives. While the authors generally adopt a realist
perspective, three key chapters from Jane Flax, Sandra Harding and
in particular Nancy Hartsock set out the claims of ‘standpoint’
epistemology. This is not to say that there were not other perspect-
ives, simply that the strong articulation of standpoint theory set the
terms of the eighties’ debate.14

A number of the contributors drew on Nancy Chodorow’s feminist
object relations theory,15 as at the time this seemed to offer a way of
both getting at the profundity of the gendering process and neither
abandoning the body nor collapsing into biological determinism.6
The theory kept US socialist feminist theoretical debate focused on
the relations between women and men, on the sex—gender system as
well as on capitalism, whereas at the time the British debate was
absorbed by the place of women within capitalism, a debate which all
too frequently enabled men to escape mention or confrontation!” (US
marxist feminism, due not a little to the debt that the US women’'s
movement owed to the experience of the profound struggles for the
civil and social rights of black Americans which took place during the
sixties, had better understood that race was deeply entwined with
class).

In Discovering Reality the political theorist and therapist Jane Flax,
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the political theorist Nancy Hartsock and the mathematician physicist
Evelyn Fox Keller thus all utilize object relations theory, but for rather
different purposes. Keller uses it to bring out the gendered character
of science and points to the possibility of a non-gendered science.1®
Hartsock by contrast is concerned to develop a specifically feminist
epistemology through feminist struggle, and draws on object
relations theory as sympathetic to her thesis, but it is by no means
central in the way that it is for Flax and for Keller.

Flax is concerned to demonstrate how psychoanalytic theory and in
particular object relations theory are crucial tools for feminist philo-
sophy to move into the issues of epistemology and ontology. They
represent a systematic attempt to understand human nature as the
product of social relations in interaction with biology and offer a
means of understanding how the processes of denial and repression
of early infantile experience influence political theory. In an ambitious
piece she takes on Plato, Descartes, Hobbes and Rousseau to
illuminate the patriarchal unconscious and its implications for
epistemology. She begins her discussion of object relations theory
with an insistence, derived from anthropology, on the commonalities
of women’s experience. ‘While there is considerable variation in
men’s participation in child care, to my knowledge there is no known
society in which men assume the primary responsibility for children
under six."1?

Because within object relations theory psychological birth is
distinguished from physiological birth, the development of the infant
is seen as an extended process from the early symbiotic closeness
with the care giver — usually the mother - to a gradual process of
individualization and separation. ‘By the end of the third year a “core
identity” or a distorted one will have been established’, writes Flax,20
a position she supports by citing other psychological research with
very different theoretical perspectives. As Nancy Chodorow had
already pointed out, this primary care giver is almost always a
woman, and these very deep feelings and struggles of love, rejection
and identity for both female and male infants are played out against
an experience of only one gender. Hence what needs to be considered
is the negative consequences of this arrrangement on the formation of
gender, which is not derived from biological necessity, but is both
constituted by, and in its turn constitutes, patriarchy.

Flax’s analysis of the return of the repressed within the philoso-
phers begins with Plato’s Republic as the meritocracy of reason. She
recalls his constant distinction between mind and body, true love and
sexuality, love of knowledge and the love of boys or women, always
celebrating the ‘higher’ and eschewing the ‘lower’. Women are seen
as inherently dangerous, so capable of stirring up the passions, so
associated with the low, that they must be excluded from public office
until they are over forty (as ‘women of gold’, which I take to be
signifying women who are post-menopausal, so no longer sexually
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dangerous). The philosopher’s state as the expression of social justice
requires its citizens to live in the higher realm of disembodied reason,
with the flesh and all its desires left to lower beings. Flax poignantly
asks whether this bleak message of repression, this denial of sexuality
and the body is the only way of achieving justice.

We begin to see what Hegel’s ‘unhappy consciousness’ behind
most forms of knowledge means in terms of the denied and repressed
self. Descartes’s passion for control of nature, including bodily
nature, his belief that the only thing he could be certain of was ‘my
essence’ and ‘my thought’, his conviction that any knowledge not
built on mathematics is worthless, and his splitting of the mind and
body were not only significant for Western philosophy and particu-
larly for science; they also render him vulnerable to Flax’s psycho-
analytic reading.?! Within object relations theory, a response in which
the outside world is purely a creation and an object for oneself can
only be understood as profoundly narcissistic. ‘This frozen posture is
one of the social roots of the subject-object dichotomy and its
persistence within modern philosophy.’22 She concludes that the
dichotomy cannot be resolved from within philosophy alone, for
what it speaks of is the problem of psychological development within
patriarchy.?3

Flax’s proposals for a feminist epistemology are located firmly
within her commitment to feminist psychoanalytic theory, for this
provides the means for disentangling that ‘unhappy consciousness’.
It is important to add that this commitment by no means prescribes
lying on the couch, and substituting individual therapy for feminist
politics; it prescribes active engagement in the therapeutic and

existing forms of rationality and consciousness have been historically
produced — not least within a sex-gender system, so that men are the
embodiments of reason and women of passions — she urges that
feminism needs to re-examine the epistemology of all bodies of
knowledge which claim to be emancipatory, including marxism and
psychoanalyis. Flax’s subsequent move to embrace postmodernism is
perhaps less surprising when we read that she proposes that (1) all
concepts should be relational and contextual, (2) knowledge must be
self-reflective and self-critical, (3) knowing should be understood as
activity, as dialectics; and (4) women’s experience is not in itself a
ground for theory; it must be incorporated and transcended through
consciousness raising.?4

Standpoint theories
Nancy Hartsock’s rallying call, “The Feminist Standpoint: Developing

the Ground for a Specifically Feminist Historical Materialism’, has
been a central text of standpoint theory and sturdily resists the
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postmodernist appeal to dismantle truth.2> She opens with marxist
meta-theory, with ontology and epistemology rather than the critique
of capitalism. She proposes: (1) that material life (Marx's class
position) structures and sets limits to understanding; (2) if material
life is structured in opposing ways the vision of each will be an
inversion of the other; (3) the vision of the ruling group structures the
material relations for everyone and therefore cannot simply be
dismissed as false; (4) and in consequence the vision of the oppressed
group must be struggled for, as it requires both science to see beneath
the surface of social relations, and the learning processes of struggle
itself. As an engaged and subjugated vision the adoption of a
standpoint theory both expresses the most accurate account of
relations between human beings as inhuman and offers a historically
liberatory practice.

Her approach is rooted in the sexual division of labour, and
because she insists on keeping ‘corporeal reality’ firmly in her
account she deliberately uses the most bodily concept of ‘sex’ rather
than ‘gender’. She follows Sara Ruddick’s?¢ argument that although
both men and women can parent, which allows for many of
the messages from object relations theory to be incorporated, only
women, barring scientific developments not likely to occur imme-
diately, give birth. This entirely self-conscious ‘essentialist’ move is
characteristic of the standpoint theorists?” — or feminist realists — as
they ground their epistemology in the corporeal as well as in socially
produced material reality. Thus they embrace both a generously
defined reproductive labour and women’s constant sense of living in
a body which is not seen as fully human.?® Hartsock points to the
gendered character of the two worlds, one abstract and of high status,
one concrete and of low status. And this gendered antagonism lies at
the heart of a series of powerful dualisms of mind/body, reason/
passion, culture/nature, abstract/concrete; dualisms echoed and
reinforced by a social order.

As a political theorist Hartsock is acutely conscious of how
profoundly these dualisms resonate within philosophical and polit-
ical theory, and argues that ‘Abstract masculinity . . . can be seen to
have structured Western social relations and the modes of thought to
which these relations give rise at least since the founding of the
polis.”?® Like Flax she understands this abstraction as not only partial
but perverse, because the price of the abstract masculinity which is
equated with the fully human is a masculine association of sexuality
with violence and death. Women’s place in these social relations is to
perform that reproductive work which is seen as less than fully
human and which systematically harms and degrades those who
perform it. Not for Hartsock is there any ‘feminine’ celebration of
women’s experience and ways of knowing30 — within her standpoint
perspective there is little romance with individual knowing and a
strong commitment to engaged political struggle.3!



78 Listening to Each Other

While object relations is central to Flax's standpoint epistemology,
and a useful but not crucial adjunct to Hartsock’s, within Sandra
Harding’s position of qualified support it no longer appears. Harding
begins with a different question which asks ‘why the sex—gender
system has only now become visible’. Arguing that it is an organic
social variable, not an effect of other more primary causes such as the
class system, she points to the immensity of its social dimension.
Protecting her arguments from the charge of over-universalizing she
cites the anthropological evidence for the existence of male domin-
ance as an organic feature of most recorded social life. Harding then
considers the kinds of epistemological claim that are made and might
be made by feminists.

She distinguishes three epistemological stances and effectively
dismisses the first two. The first, ‘empiricism’, explicitly holds that
‘historical social relations distort our natural transhistoric abilities to
arrive at true beliefs’, and conversely that different social relations
will not enable these abilities to provide better truth-claims about
reality. At its core lies the conviction that it is only social influences
which produce distortions, and that, if these can be removed, then
our faculties will enable us to produce better knowledge. She
suggests that a number of feminist researchers and theorists have
taken such a stance. Feminism removes the blinkers from women'’s
eyes, and they see more clearly and generate more truthful
knowledge as a result. Very gently she indicates this is a less than
adequate epistemology.32

Her second category of functionalist and relativist epistemologies is
concerned with the new social constructionists, particularly the
‘strong programme’ associated with David Bloor and Barry Barnes.33
While epistemological relativism enables its holders to show how
appeals to objectivity function as a resource in science, its holders
cannot go beyond that point. They cannot, for example, explain why
particular scientific theories may grasp the regularities of either the
natural or the social world better than other theories. Thus they
cannot offer any reason for overthrowing a weaker theory in favour of
a better (a position I had earlier called the new hyper-reflexivity)34 in
that such philosophical relativism lacks any ground on which to stand
in order to make its own claims.3> Harding having dismissed men’s
social constructionism, which I take to be one of the several strands of
mainstream postmodernism, simultaneously leaves the door open to
feminist postmodernist currents, as she sees these as a powerful
defence against false and almost certainly Eurocentric universalism.

The third position Harding explores is that of feminist marxism.
Although this accepts the legitimacy of class distinctions, it also
insists on the commonalities of the gender division of labour across
those distinctions.3¢ This division in the context of explicitly feminist
struggle offers the possibility of a distinctively feminist standpoint.
Such a perspective must be sensitive to the differences between
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women through class, race and culture, but it can offer a more
complete knowledge than the partial gains offered by the old
proletarian standpoint.37

Despite her evident sympathy for standpoint theory, Harding
observes that it still cannot answer the question of why the discovery
of the sex—gender system occurs at this time in history. What conflict,
she asks, ‘objectively outside us’ is in us ‘the reflex of thought'?38
Despite the confidence of the title there is a hesitation in confronting
the theoretical issues, a hesitation which enables her to return
fruitfully to explore these issues further in Whose Science? Whose
Knowledge?3°

The linguistic turn

But in the eighties, as we know, standpoint theory was not
unchallenged. The commitment to a feminist marxism which took
material activity (as a radically enriched concept of labour) and bodily
existence as its central categories and which worked within the
framework of a feminist materialism was being transmuted into a
preoccupation not simply with language as a means of deconstructing
androcentric science, but with language itself.40 Within the feminist
critique of science this movement can be seen very clearly in the work
of the historian of science Donna Haraway. In 1978, envisaging the
tasks of socialist feminism, she spoke of ‘accepting our responsibility
to rebuild the life sciences’#! and continued:

I understand Marxist humanism to mean that the fundamental position
of the human being in the world is the dialectical relation with the
surrounding world involved in the satisfaction of our needs and thus in
creation of use values. The labour process constitutes the fundamental
human condition. Through labour, we make ourselves individually and
collectively in a constant interaction with all that has not yet been
humanised. Neither our personal bodies nor our social bodies may be
seen as natural, in the sense of existing outside the self-creating process
of so called human labour. What we experience and theorize as nature
and as culture are transformed by our work."#

By 1981 Haraway had embraced the world of texts, or, as she was to
put it slightly later, of story telling, and saw feminists as faced with
two choices in how they might respond to the crucial challenge posed
by the life sciences: they can either retell the original story in a way
that is favourable to women, or they can tell an entirely new story.
She marks this with an essay called ‘In the Beginning was the
Word’.43 Through the discussion of two widely read books in whose
production the feminist biologist Ruth Hubbard has been a central
figure, Genes and Gender and Women Look at Biology Looking at Women, 44
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Haraway points to what she sees as ‘repeated unexamined contradic-
tions’. These contradictions result from Hubbard’s method of
exposing ‘bad science’, revealing its ‘fictive character’ and then
proposing the ‘real feminist facts’. Through a close reading of her
influential article ‘Have only Men Evolved?’45 Haraway notes
Hubbard’s decontructionist criticism of theories of representation and
ideologies of objectivity and draws attention to her discussion of the
centrality of language in this process. She approvingly quotes
Hubbard:

For humans, language plays a major role in generating reality .
However, all acts of naming happen against a backdrop of what soaally
is accepted as real. The question is who has a social sanction to define
the larger reality into which one’s everyday experiences must fit in
order that one be reckoned sane and responsible . . . at present science
is the most respectable generator of new realities.46

But Haraway reads Hubbard as if she had written, and only written,
‘language generates reality.” Hubbard qualifies this statement, refer-
ring to ‘a major role’, and saying that ‘science is the most respectable
generator of new realities’. Without the qualifier Haraway is able to
conclude that ‘(language) does not stand for or point to a knowable
world hiding somewhere outside the ever-receding boundaries of
particular social historical enquiries.” She thus reads a contradiction
between this and Hubbard’s longing for a science which is ‘more than
a reflection of various aspects of ourselves and our social arrange-
ments’. As an example of this contradiction, she goes on to commend
Hubbard’s nuanced reading of the male-engendered stories of human
evolution. Then she draws attention to a sentence in the middle of
Hubbard’s deconstructionist account, which, without any sense of an
epistemological problem, asserts a fact. (The actual sentence is about
the palaeontological finds that led to the conclusion that the main
features in human evolution were upright stance, brain size and
reduced teeth size, conclusions that had themselves been the subject
of dispute — though not around gender.)

What Haraway is quarrelling with here is the possibility, if
‘language generates reality’, of making any ‘true’ claims about human
evolution. Now arguably I have made more of Hubbard’s ‘a major
role’ than is entirely reasonable, but I want to suggest that using
deconstructionist techniques, or adopting a social constructionist
perspective, does not of itself remove the truth-claims of the science
in question. There is no reason why Hubbard cannot simply stop
deconstructing; certainly deconstructionist others, not least Derrida,
have a nicely tuned sense of when to stop. Hubbard’s use of
deconstructionist techniques to criticize masculinist science has to be
seen as connected with her practice both as a biologist and as a
contributor to the work of the Boston Women’s Health Collective in
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producing the provisionally reliable and liberatory knowledge of Our
Bodies Ourselves, with which I began this chapter.

What has been called the ‘linguistic turn’ is a good reason for being
grateful to postmodernism, which has indeed been feminism’s ally in
sharpening our ears to hear the construction of knowledge and its
coupling with power, but gratitude does not carry with it any
necessary commitment to abandon truth claims. While a historian can
read natural science as stories, leaving the scientists with their
problems of truth-claims subverted but not resolved, a natural
scientist and/or a feminist engaged in health struggles has to be a
realist, has to care about ‘hard facts’.4” As I show later, the nearer
feminist historians come to studying the work of living feminist
scientists in something like the same time and cultural space, the
more their claims are transformed to those of a re-visioned realism.

While self-accounts are not the last word, we also have the later
statement from Hubbard of what she sees as her position, for she
returns briefly to this debate in the introduction to her book The
Politics of Women’s Biology, in which she makes it plain that ‘In the
current debate within feminist science criticism I stand with those
who argue that the political insights feminism provides can lead us to
more accurate, hence truer accounts of nature than we now have.’48
Hubbard also makes it clear that she is arguing for cultural not
philosophical relativism, citing James Fleck to argue that ‘In science,
just as in life, only that which is true to culture is true to nature.’#?

Haraway is at this point arguing that feminists cannot both have a
deconstructionist account and claim realism for their own. Yet as her
own work unfolds over the eighties, while rather carefully re-
visioning her concept of objectivity, realism’s strongest word, she is
not willing to abandon it.50 The feminist theory of science during the
eighties (and this article of Haraway’s is a clear example) constitutes
the watershed of the ‘either/or’ position between a postmodernist
project of dismantling truth and that of standpoint theory or critical
realism. As the decade wore on, the feminist critique of science
developed, not without difficulty, a position of ‘both/and’>1 and in
doing so helped feminism avoid the more fruitless ‘either/or’. While
personally I began closer to the realist side of the new ‘both/and’
position, what I think most of the participants were conscious of and
spoke about was the extraordinary seriousness and feminist good
practice with which the debate was carried out.52 ‘Listening to each
other’ was a distinctive mark of this. Unquestionably the stakes were
high and understood to be high, for the issues were and are central to
feminism. So at this point I want to break off my discussion of
Haraway and Hubbard and turn to Sandra Harding, as it is the
intervention of her 1986 The Science Question in Feminism which
prepared the ground for the precarious strengths of ‘unstable
categories’ and which generated perhaps the most influential of
Haraway’s papers in response.53
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Claiming both/and

Harding’s book appeared at the high tide of deconstructionism in
science, both in the mainstream and increasingly among feminists,
and while she criticizes the hegemonic claims of a ‘feminist successor
science’ as too much part of an Enlightment tradition, she never
entirely abandons the standpoint perspective. However, she does not
repeat the critique of the throughly relativistic epistemologies she
made in Discovering Reality, and she gives generous space to the
contribution of the concept of difference offered through feminist
postmodernism. My reading is not uncontentious, for Janet Sayers,5
from a marxist feminist perspective, sees Harding as simply giving up
on realism, dispensing first with science because its legitimacy and
authority are fatally compromised by its androcentricity, and then
going on to do ‘much the same for women’. Reading Harding in
much the same way but to rather different effect, Sarah Franklin and
Maureen O’'Neil% enthusiastically welcome her as a notable convert
to the full deconstructionist programme. I believe that both misread
Harding in terms of their anxieties and desires, and while it is a
truism that we all do, I do not think that texts are infinitely plastic.
Harding herself says quite unequivocally, ‘It should not need to be
said — but probably does — that I do not wish to be understood as
recommending that we throw out the baby with the bathwater’.56
And a little later she continues, ‘I am not proposing that human kind
would benefit from renouncing attempts to describe, explain, and
understand the regularities, underlying causal tendencies, and
meanings of the natural worlds just because the sciences we have are
androcentric. I am seeking an end to androcentrism not to systematic
inquiry.”5”

To save truth-claims while accommodating the new postmodern-
ism, Harding draws extensively on Quine’s critique of empiricism, in
which he observed that in practice theory choice draws on a
coherence criterion located within a framework of belief. For Quine
meanings and facts cannot be entirely disentangled, and he sees
physics and metaphysics as rather closer than in the conventional
view from a positivistic philosophy of science. His conception of total
science as a field of force whose boundary conditions are experience
leads him to suggest that any conflicts at the periphery produce
changes and adjustments elsewhere. Indeed, that Quine’s model
makes space for anomalies and sees them as problematic also
provides a way of maintaining truth-claims®® and avoiding relativ-
ism.5® While criticizing Quine as too behaviourist, even reductionist,
in his attempt to analyse science scientifically, Harding draws on him
to arrive at a position quite close to the ‘science in social content’
position as it both locates knowledge and protects truth-claims. But of
course exposing dogmas is not synonymous with ending them, and
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Harding was absolutely right that ‘excessively empiricist beliefs still
haunt most of the feminist critics of science’, even if now there is also
a strong move towards deconstructionism.0

Harding’s favoured ‘model’ for the natural sciences is that of the
social sciences. Like most feminist critics of science she rejects the
assumption that physics has some permanent pre-eminence (even as
a model for physics itself), and in consequence she recruits Dorothy
Smith’s project of writing a feminist sociology. Within mainstream
history and philosophy of science this is still something of a heresy,
not least because of the long tradition — from say the liberal Thomas
Kuhn to the radical and anti-sexist Brian Easlea — of physicists moving
into the social studies of science. In consequence the theory of science
is peppered with references to the history and to their personal
experience of doing physics. Despite the siege which has been laid to
the physicists” claim that physics is science, the belief is distressingly
alive, and even given renewed vitality, in the extreme reductionism
of the new genetics and molecular biology.6! While I am sure that
between doing some biological and some social sciences there are a
number of ways in which the methodologies draw close, I am
unhappy with the notion that any field of enquiry should become ‘the
model’ for the rest, whether physics, social science or, as I sometimes
feel nowadays, even feminist literary theory, as the belief in an ideal
model fails to acknowledge the diversity and relative autonomy of the
knowledges.

There are substantial differences between even biology and the
social sciences. Social science does not share the cumulative nature of
an experimental biology whose potent relationship with technology
means that it is simultaneously about generating changing accounts
of nature and creating new biotechnologies, which themselves impact
on nature, including human bodily nature. Growth in the social
sciences, while not cumulative as is the case with an experimental
discipline, or at least only relatively briefly and within a specific
paradigm, does deepen over time, but through the extensive reading
of its practitioners. Thus the kind of theory of representation
feminists might share in common across the knowledges has to be
sensitive to the different fields, as well as enabling feminists to take a
stand for or against specific accounts within them. Without such a
theory and without political engagement, then the present powerful
current of postmodernism beckons, which, unhinged to any political
project, simply presides over nihilistic wise-cracking.

Dorothy Smith, in a number of books developed since the
seventies, has been clearing the way for a distinctively feminist
sociology ‘for women’.¢? In our deeply gendered times she is
manifestly right to specify the gender she wishes her science to serve.
We remember that Galileo’s universalistic claim that the new
knowledge would be a ‘science for the people’ worked out in practice
so that science came to serve a largely ruling class. We remember too
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that the would-be corrective of the 1960s” radical science movement’s
determination to re-vision the project, so that a renewed ‘science for
the people” would truly serve the working classes, was unable to see
the social relations of gender and was only partially successful in
theorizing ‘race’. But Smith does not precisely speak of the ‘feminist
standpoint’ but of the distinctive ‘standpoint of women’.

Harding reads her as saying that the forms of alienation experi-
enced by women enquirers make it possible to carry out successor
science and postmodernist projects simultaneously and without
contradiction. She quotes from Smith:

Here I am concerned with the problem of methods of thinking which
will realise the project of a sociology for women; that is, a sociology
which does not transform those it studies into objects but preserves in
its analytic procedures the presence of the subject as actor and
experiencer. Subject then is that knower whose grasp of the world may
be enlarged by the work of the sociologist.6?

Here Harding seems to be imposing the categories of the science
debate onto an older problem within sociology which has little to do
with today’s dismantling of truth at the hands of postmodernism.
Because Smith brings together the voice of the enquirer and the voice
of the ‘subject’ of the enquiry, putting them on the same epistemolo-
gical level, Harding suggests that Smith is fusing hitherto ‘incompat-
ible tendencies towards interpretation, explanation and critical theory
in the philosophy of the social sciences’.64 Smith argues that this kind
of science is objective, not because it uses the impersonal third voice
but because it uses the more complete and less distorting categories of
historically located subjugated experience.5

Smith’s theoretical stance fuses feminist marxism, which stresses
women’s material activity, with a commitment to embodiment and to
ethnomethodology. The latter has given new life to the tradition of
phenomenological social enquiry which has stood in antagonism to
positivism, emphasizing meaning without giving up on its own
claims to provide a truer account. Where ethnomethodology in its
initial form seemed to dissolve the world into the microsociology of
interpersonal practices, and in consequence offered no way of getting
a grip on those larger matters of structure, whether they are called
patriarchy, capitalism or whatever, the fusion gives a way of being
faithful to both structure and the intentional practical actor.

Thus my reading of Smith’s achievement is rather different, since
ethnomethodology has for almost two decades entered both main-
stream and feminist sociological enquiry as offering a means of
dealing adequately with both agency and structure.®® The main-
stream adoption of ethnomethodology has been extensively dis-
cussed;®” by contrast, feminist sociology has given less time to
elaborating its epistemology and more to providing truer/better
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accounts of women'’s lives. The latter has justified its concern with the
intersubjectivity of social science, for the most part not from an
explicit theoretical attempt to develop a hermeneutics of a feminist
social science, but from political and cultural values which are
committed to extending women’s subjectivity as agents.58 Smith’s
contribution has been to provide a powerful theoretical apologia for
what 1 see as a widespread research practice among feminist
sociologists and social psychologists.6?

The innovative epistemological stance implicit in much of feminist
sociology is unacknowledged by the mainstream theoreticians, and
their citation practices suggest that feminist literature, even where
they claim feminist sympathies, is either unread or unnoticed by
them. They seem unaware that within specific fields of, for example,
the sociology of health, social policy and stratification theory, the
discourse has been changed and gender as a concept has come from
the margins towards the centre. By contrast, Dorothy Smith’s
feminist sociological theorizing is acknowledged by numbers of
mainstream theorists. This is no small cultural as well as political
move from margin to centre within general social theory. She has
made a powerful and subversive move supporting embodied
knowledge within social science, which as part of science Hartsock so
rightly denounced as ‘abstract masculinity’.

Certainly Smith, like many sociologists outside the numerically
small group involved in the sociology of scientific knowledge, is
simply unimpressed by the seductive charms of postmodernism.
Indeed she makes this clear in a rejoinder to Harding in which she
indicates that she has no wish to go down the road of ‘the repudiation
of the very possibility of a master narrative, of knowledge, and its
replacement by multiple partial knowledges derived from multiple
sites, none prevailing, each equally valid’.”® For her such ontological
tolerance is incompatible with enquiry itself.

Radical deconstructionism and situated
knowledges

By 1990, not least with the publication of Haraway’s brilliant Primate
Visions, the methodological debate had shifted.”? No one makes this
clearer than Haraway, for this is a scholar for whom the thought of an
innocent text is unacceptable. But before turning to Haraway’s
theoretical approaches, it is important to say something about her
field of enquiry, for primatology and the study of human origins are
more made for deconstruction than almost any other area of science
that I can think of, and it is to Haraway's credit that she was alert to
this. Thus while experimental biologists talk about ‘god’s organism’,
by which they mean the one organism which for their purpose best
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speaks for nature, primatology and human origins could well be
described as the ‘goddess’s disciplines’ for a feminist deconstruction-
ist.72

Primatology and human origins are surely disciplines which will
speak with clarity to the feminist and anti-racist enquirer. The issues
surrounding the origin stories of the human species are always bound
to be rather more obviously culturally and politically located, not to
say ideologically suffused, than, say, the biochemistry of liver
function,” not least because the evidence is confined to deductions
made from reconstructions of rather dodgy fossil remains combined
with present-day anthropology, and the history of both are rooted in
imperialism and the ‘white man’s burden’. What else might we expect
but that the origin stories offered by palaeo-anthropology would be
tailored to fit the myth of the moment and contemporary science
fashion (from the innate aggression of man the hunter to optimal
foraging strategy)? Primatology, by contrast, seems to be better able
to accumulate data and more bound by its own evidential base — and
indeed in the scond half of the book, where she turns from the one to
the other, Haraway comes very close to acknowledging this.

However, there is one way in which primatology is much closer to
social science than most areas of biology, for it is an observational, not
an experimental, science. Once the camera replaced the gun in
‘shooting’ the subject of enquiry, primatology became a non-violent
discipline, and so more compatible with the construction of late
twentieth-century - albeit adventurous and comfortably off — femi-
nine and feminist women and the defence of ‘nature’.74

Observational and experimental sciences

Before continuing my exploration of Primate Visions, I want to say
something about the way in which the observational sciences like
primatology are a minor, although publicly highly visible,”> current
within the life sciences. It is the experimental sciences which are
linked more closely to biotechnology that occupy most of the budget
and have been the major focus of feminist criticism of contemporary
technoscience. Both experimental and observational sciences are
immensely powerful as shaping culture.

Physiology was the pioneering experimental science within the life
sciences, and required and requires harming and killing animals —
‘murdering to dissect’ as the opponents of physiological reductionism
described it. Such an experimental science has very different
implications for the gendering of the science and how that has been
read by feminists. It is worth making a brief detour into physiology
and its reception by feminism, so as to highlight the contrast between
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an experimental — a deliberately interventionist — science and an
observational one.

The cruelty without limits of pioneering nineteenth-century phy-
siology, when animals were experimented on without anaesthetic or
any other controls, has been widely documented. The founding
father of physiology, Claude Bernard, had a fundamentally Cartesian
conception of animals which could not admit their having sentient
capacity. In consequence the removal of a limb was in his under-
standing more or less analogous to removing the leg from a chair. The
justification for the disassembling of these animal mechanisms was
that only experimental science gave the possibility of true knowledge
- all the rest was mere nature study.”® Even Burdon Sanderson, who
worked in London rather than, like Bernard, in Paris, and so was
arguably less influenced by the mechanistic metaphors of Descartes,
was seen by many of his scientific contemporaries as incapable of
acknowledging his experimental animals’ capacity to experience pain.
Even now the struggle to secure better controls over the use and care
of laboratory animals is still waged, and the more radical option
suggested by the geneticist J. B. S. Haldane almost half a century ago,
of developing a ‘non-violent biology’ which did not use animals, is
strongly pressed by the contemporary animal rights movement.

While there is a widespread hostility to the misuse and even use of
animals in research, the links between women and experimental
animals are less strongly drawn within contemporary feminism than
in the late nineteenth century. Then, particularly inspired by the
writings and campaigning of Frances Power Cobbe,”” sections of the
feminist movement made a direct link between the cruelty of men as
scientists to animals within the laboratory and the cruelty of men as
husbands to women within the home. The women’s movement then
as now was torn on the issue. Even the pioneering women doctors
were divided: Elizabeth Blackwell was opposed to vivisection, and to
gynaecological examinations where women were strapped and
bound, as both brutalizing and degrading, while Elizabeth Garrett
Anderson, by contrast, thought that women doctors should study
physiology. None the less the metaphor of rape, and the need to
resist it, is strongly present within the feminist anti-vivisection
literature from the 1880s onwards.

Those persuaded by Cobbe might well feel that it was not by
chance that Burdon Sanderson was estranged from his wife, and that
as his widow she left her estate to animal homes. Nor do I think that
this connection with a particular construction of masculinity and
experimental science has entirely retreated. At a recent Cambridge
seminar on the history of the laboratory in medicine one of the men
historians made the observation, ‘In the laboratory and in the whore
house you can do what you like.””8 The point is not the sexual
offensiveness of the observation (and we do not need to be very
sophisticated about the analysis of language to know the gender of
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that ‘you’), but that the Freudian lapse spoke of the connection
between masculinity and the construction of women and animals into
the common objects of men’s desires.” There is no love in that
construction of power and knowledge.80

By using the example of physiology, which drew such strong
feminist criticism, I want to underline the controlled violence
required by most of the life sciences (ironically receding in some
areas, notably in the new industrial approaches of molecular biology)
and not to let the hard task of making such sciences feminist be
glossed over, as we consider the less violent (and more re-visionable)
observational sciences.

Primatology: the goddess’s discipline?

Before I return to Haraway’s theoretical positions, let me deal with an
initial problem the book poses, recognized indeed by Haraway
herself, whose suspicion that it is hard going leads her to say
encouragingly that each chapter can stand alone. But the sheer
difficulty of her prose, stemming from her commitment to decon-
structionism, is both real and more than worth working around.
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak is surely right when she observes,
‘Deconstructionism has taught us that taking contingency into
account entails the labour of forging a style that seems only to
bewilder.’81 Despite Haraway’s democratic desire to make the book
‘interesting for many audiences’, the heteroglossia of her prose can at
times not only be ‘pleasurable and disturbing’82 but leave the reader
shut out and longing for a less bewildering style.82 Yet always, for
Haraway as for all the feminists who work on and within natural
sciences (at least I cannot think of any radical subjectivists in the
study of the natural sciences),8 there is a sense of the real ‘out there’
which is simply not shared by many of those who discuss fiction,
history, cinema and psychoanalysis.55

Haraway describes her work as set within the four theoretical
approaches (‘temptations’, as she speaks of them). The first is social
constructionism and her exemplars are Bruno Latour and Steve
Woolgar, who reject all forms of epistemological realism and are
thoroughly social and constructionist. What attracts her is their
insight that science is a fresh form of power in the social material
world — and that scientists invest their political ability in the heart of
doing science.8 What she does not say is how Latour and Woolgar’s
literary and Machiavellian account of science can explain why one
scientific account is seen as better than another. (They have,
essentially, an E. H. Carr view of history: who wins is right).8” When
resources are equal (always a serious matter for anyone other than a
head-in-the-clouds internalist), is the outcome of the struggle over
facts always determined by ‘political ability’ — and what precisely is
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that? The argument of political ability gets very close to the position
that skill (a historically acquired and acknowledged attribute) and
power are right. If we were to try to explain the growth of science on
the basis of political ability, as against restricting this, as Latour and
Woolgar do, to an anthropological account of ‘laboratory life’ within a
single laboratory and of the work of producing facts within it, then
interpreting ‘scientific scandals’ becomes peculiarly difficult, particu-
larly when associated with immensely powerful scientists, as in the
ongoing saga of the ‘Baltimore’ or ‘Gallo’ cases.88 My critique of
strong social constructionism is old but serious; such total relativism
gives us no way of judging between competing and plausible
accounts.

Haraway’s second ‘temptation’ is the historical materialist tradition,
which claims the epistemic privilege of subjugated knowledges as
accounting for the greater adequacy of some ways of knowing. This
tradition claims to show that race, sex and class shape the most
intimate details of knowledge and practice, above all where the
appearance of that knowledge and practice is of neutrality and
universality. While this approach rejects the relativism of the social
studies of science, Haraway suggests that there are difficulties in
specifying how it relates to detailed scientific knowledge, not least
that of primatology. By contrast, I suggest below that her account in
the second half of the book comes very close to doing just this.
Haraway suggests that the deficiencies of historical materialism are
overcome by the use of the concept of science as a labour process,
originally advanced during the 1970s by the historian R. M. Young, a
key figure within the collective producing Radical Science Journal.®

As with Latour and Woolgar’s position, the argument of science as
a labour process leaves no space for a realist or positivistic
epistemology; every aspect of scientific practice can be described in
the concept of mediation, making other social relations appear as
derivative. Yet Haraway wants to insist, which is of great importance
for primate studies, that childbearing and childrearing, despite an
extended concept of mediation, cannot be contained by the category
of labour. Given the wealth of British and Scandinavian literature,
especially Norwegian (discussed in chapter 2), which explores the
‘labour of love’ and its associated rationality, I think Haraway gives
up on the labour processes of caring as a means of understanding
childrearing too easily, not least because here feminists have radically
re-visioned the concept of labour.

But, as Iindicated in chapter 1, I was among those who were highly
critical of Young's approach at this period, as I believed that in
abandoning realism he also abandoned the radical scientists as
potential political allies.?® Within the stance of ‘science is social
relations’, only historians who understand mediations can speak;
mere natural scientists with their commitment to reality are reduced
to objects of historical study, their claims to create socialist, anti-racist
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or for that matter feminist knowledges of nature an epistemic
absurdity.?! (And while it is true that scientists have had too much to
say in the past, and indeed present, construction of reality, the
utopian project of the construction of knowledge which I want to see
come into existence seeks to include the voices of all the relevant
actors.)

The third theoretical approach which attracts Haraway is the claim
of the scientists themselves that they are not simply concerned 